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‘Invaluable reflections and next-step ideas right from the heart of argu-
ably the most inspiring and important movement of the twenty-first 
century.’

– Mike Berners-Lee, author of There is No Planet B:  
A Handbook for the Make or Break Years

‘Everyone should read this book. It is short, and impassioned, but full of 
important information: above all an honest and practical plea for us to 
seize the moment for change urgently. It is inspirational. Please, for all 
our sakes, read it, and take its timely words to heart.’ 

– Iain McGilchrist, author of The Master and his Emissary:  
The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World

‘Rupert Read and Samuel Alexander take us deep inside the debates, 
tactics, and passion that have bound XR together from its founding 
days, bringing us radical reflections from the frontlines of rebellion. If 
you want to understand the movement that is finally waking us up, read 
this book.’

– Kate Raworth, author of Doughnut Economics:  
Seven Ways to Think Like a 21st-Century Economist 

‘The ecological emergency is the greatest challenge that humanity has 
ever faced, and Extinction Rebellion may be our last best chance to 
address it. Read this inside story of the most important social move-
ment of our time.’ 

– David Loy, author of Ecodharma:  
Buddhist Teachings for the Ecological Crisis 



‘From the eruption of XR in our lives in late 2018, Rupert Read has 
been closely involved in the organisation as an advisor, influencer, 
spokesperson, and occasional critic. These fascinating essays read like 
dispatches from the front line, crackling with urgency, tempered by 
timely reflections, and reminding us of the scale of the challenge ahead 
as we rebuild our shattered, post-coronavirus economies.’

– Jonathon Porritt, former Director of the UK Sustainable 
Development Commission and of Friends of the Earth

‘Activist-philosopher Rupert Read, a key thinker of Extinction Rebellion, 
has collected a treasure trove of foundational essays, documenting 
the transformational XR UK experience, that will be immensely valu-
able for activists around the world trying to replicate that achieve-
ment. Extinction Rebellion: Insights From the Inside is a keen look at what 
worked, and what didn’t, in the UK, combining on-the-spot observa-
tions and public documents from the two years since XR was launched 
with fresh analysis of how the global movement for ecological sanity 
may respond in this new COVID-19 world. The book is incisive, perti-
nent, self-critical, well-written, and, in the XR way, occasionally cheeky. 
Anyone concerned with combating the broader wave of ecological 
collapse – that led to the pandemic and that is rising behind it – should 
read Read.’

– Ken Ward, protagonist in the documentary  
The Reluctant Radical



‘Most of us like to watch movies about people saving the world but too 
rarely do we even try to do it ourselves. Despite the situation so obvi-
ously calling for it! This is a book about what might well turn out to be 
the most important social movement in history.’

– David Graeber, author of The Democracy Project:  
A History, a Crisis, a Movement

‘In a world-changing movement that has been careful not to allow itself 
to get captured by any ego-driven individual “leaders”, there is a vital 
role to be played by those exercising wise thought-leadership in the 
service of the collective. One of those is Rupert Read. He believes that 
this civilisation is finished and that the only way that we can end it with-
out violence and without collapse is through the kind of transformation 
that XR calls for and pre-figures. This eco-philosophy has been vital for 
“XR 1.0”. This book is a great document of that journey, and of how 
XR 2.0 will need to be if we are going to make it together to a better 
future. Can XR – can we – deliver on that promise? The human future 
may hang on the answer.’ 

– Carne Ross, author of The Leaderless Revolution  
and former diplomat
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PREFACE 

on extinction rebellion 1.0

Extinction Rebellion (XR, for short) is an emergency response. Politics 
as usual, governments as usual, have let down the peoples of the world 
in an extreme way: we are on course for eco-driven societal collapse, 
and we are extinguishing other species very rapidly. We could even 
end up making ourselves extinct. XR suggests that when your gov-
ernment is driving you and your family over a cliff, it is no longer a 
legitimate government. Rebellion against it is permitted – indeed, it 
is required. But XR is insistent that such rebellion must be nonviolent. 
Not only because hurting people isn’t nice, but also because there is 
good reason to believe from the historical record that nonviolence 
is frequently more effective than violence in transforming society. XR 
asks people to be willing to be arrested, in unprecedented numbers, 
to leverage such deep, rapid change. Those of us willing to do this are 
called ‘arrestables’.1 The arrestables are then supported (whether in 
very practical ways – legally, financially – or simply with vital moral sup-
port etc.) by a much larger cohort of non-arrestable sympathisers.

We humans are vulnerable as never before to existential threats 
resulting from our way of life and in particular from how elites have 
structured that way of life. In this terrible context, XR has three 
demands. First, to tell the truth. The full truth needs to be told about 

1 See Jeremy Harding’s very useful article ‘The Arrestables’ in London Review of Books, 16 April 
2020, https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v42/n08/jeremy-harding/the-arrestables

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v42/n08/jeremy-harding/the-arrestables
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the emergency that we have allowed to be created. Secondly, once 
that truth is told (by the media, by government, by us all) and under-
stood, it will be possible, as it is necessary, to act now to remedy the 
situation. In concrete terms, this means rapid precautionary, mitiga-
tive, and restorative action in the next five years. Rich countries need 
to lead the way on this: for us to be globally safe, we in such countries 
need to aim to achieve zero-carbon and zero-biodiversity-destruc-
tion by 2025. That is, we need to ‘be realistic’, as the phrase goes, and 
‘demand the impossible’. This can be made possible by our unprec-
edented change-making. Thirdly, how to achieve this eye-watering 
goal should be decided, not by a representative democracy (which 
has patently failed), but by citizens themselves: we need Citizens’ 
Assemblies. This emergency takes us into a place beyond party pol-
itics and beyond ideologies. It is now about survival, and to survive 
we are going to have to learn a new way of flourishing together. To 
construct and enact a new, regenerative vision. Assemblies of citizens, 
well-informed by the best experts, deliberating together, are the best 
bet for how we could agree to enact the second demand, of acting 
now, fast and deep enough to save the future.

Why did I choose to work with Samuel Alexander to bring together 
this material on XR? And why now? There are several reasons:

1. The story of XR is a great story. I am not one of the co-found-
ers who dreamed up XR, but I’ve been involved since before XR 
emerged onto the public stage. When I watched Gail Bradbrook’s 
epochal video ‘Heading for Extinction and What to Do About It’, 
it reflected back to me many of the things I had been saying in 
talks in the previous couple of years about how desperate our 
situation had become. What was different was that this newly 
forming group, XR, had a plan for what to do about it. This gave 
me a glimmer of real hope for the first time in years. I tracked 
Gail down, phoned her that same day, and, after a wonderful, 
lengthy conversation, I threw myself into the embryonic move-
ment. I have tried to serve the movement in various ways, from 
those beginning days onward. I co-organised and co-wrote the 
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multi-authored letters that were XR’s first ventures into the 
public domain, which are included at the start of this book. I 
co-MC’d the launch of XR with Gail Bradbrook in Parliament 
Square on 31 October 2018, including from a soapbox in the 
middle of the street outside parliament – our first major direct 
action, when hundreds of us blocked access to parliament. 

 This book offers an account of my personal journey, as someone 
who has found their life’s vocation in public-facing, strategic, and 
political roles within XR since before its launch, and whose life 
has been completely changed (and completely enriched, made 
more meaningful and more hopeful) by it. This book doesn’t pre-
tend to be anything more than my story inside XR, and there-
fore it tells very little of the inspiring story of XR outside the 
UK, although the insights offered will be relevant to XR more 
broadly). The XR story is a great and necessary one, and I hope 
that my ‘take’ on it as laid out here may prove of some interest.

2. I hope it may also prove of use. There is a huge amount to be 
learnt, I believe, from the success of XR, which catapulted real, 
rapid change in public attitudes to climate and ecology in the UK 
and to some extent around the world, as well as in the areas 
corresponding to XR’s three demands. If XR itself and other 
movements can benefit by understanding XR’s story somewhat 
better, then my own telling of that story may be of real use. 

3. Now is a great moment to look back at the first two years of 
XR UK – the first full phase of the movement: XR 1.0. Covid-
19 marks a historically decisive inflection point in the history 
of emergency activism, and indeed in the history of human-
ity. Our previously under-acknowledged common vulnerabil-
ity to existential threats is now present, lived, acknowledged. 
The vulnerability ‘story’, focally present in much of this book 
and especially in the appendix, ‘Rushing the Emergency, Rushing 
the Rebellion?’ – the story that needs to land with the major-
ity of us if we are to have any chance at all of not crashing 
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civilisation – now finally has a real following wind. Like the virus 
itself, it has suddenly leapt from the periphery to centre stage. 
The final chapters in this book document the moment of this 
virus’s epic, deadly, and scary arrival in our lives – and dare to 
look beyond its dominance. If XR can resonate with the felt 
vulnerability that has traversed the world in the last weeks and 
months, that will matter more than any direct ‘actions’ it can 
take at the moment. 

 I write from my home in Norwich, England, in late spring 2020. 
Under coronavirus lockdown. But I can communicate with 
Sam in Australia, and with others all over the globe. The shared 
experience of vulnerability, of existential threat, that is tear-
ing through many humans and communities, especially in the 
‘Global North’, for the first time in the living memory of most 
of us, is something which, if it can be extended to other longer, 
tougher emergencies, will change everything. Thus, in the midst 
of the awful, avoidable tragedy of Covid-19, I have more hope 
than I have had for years about the awful, avoidable mega-trag-
edy of climate and ecological breakdown. The birth of XR 
gave me hope when I had had virtually none; paradoxically, 
the corona crisis is refuelling that hope. XR from now on will 
be very different, for a host of reasons implicit in what I have 
just written: right now, because of the domination of public 
attention by the virus and because locking down makes most 
direct action impossible; and, as we go forward, because, after 
this enforced pause everything can be different, as I describe 
in my final chapters in this book. At the time of writing, XR UK 
had recently decided temporarily to pause most of its phys-
ical activities, during the height of the corona crisis; wisely, in 
my view. All of this adds up to why many of us are speaking 
of this as the moment of birth (or, at least, of conception) of 
XR 2.0. Which will be a different story, suitable for telling years 
from now. Assuming, as I hope and believe but cannot take for 
granted, that most of us will be (t)here to tell that story.
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4. Last but not least, XR needs money: now more than ever, in 
a more stretched, poorer world whose attention has been 
dragged (and not wrongly!) to something nearer at hand. After 
covering costs, all proceeds I make from this book will go to 
XR UK (and part of XR UK’s income goes to XR International). 
If I can help leverage a little cash for this amazing movement, 
which has achieved so much on a shoestring compared to 
established NGOs, then so much the better.

I want to offer now my deep thanks to those who have co-authored 
certain of the pieces brought together in this book with me: Jem 
Bendell, John Foster, Marc Lopatin, Skeena Rathor, Dario Kenner, Frank 
Scavelli, Alison Green, and Richard House. Thanks too to the far larger 
group who have inputted into many of these pieces in one way or 
another; and to those hosting the venues where some of them were 
first published. Thanks to Atus Mariqueo-Russell, Treve Nicol and Josie 
Wilson for assistance in helping research some of these pieces. Deep 
thanks finally to Antoinette Wilson, a superb copyeditor, and of course 
once again to Sam Alexander, a brilliant interlocutor and guiding edi-
torial presence.

This book is written in service to the cause of averting extinction(s), 
and in humble awareness of the far larger organism of which I am 
but one interwoven strand. This book obviously had no possibility of 
existing at all without the willingness of thousands upon thousands of 
rebels to be arrested in this greatest, most necessary, hardest of causes. 
If I can see anything clearly as attested in these pages, it’s because of 
these Extinction Rebels and the many thousands more standing behind 
them. If you are one, then thank you. (If you are not, then perhaps you 
might just be, after reading this book.) I stand with you all, arms locked 
together virtually for now and in reality again one day soon. I stand with 
you and I salute you.

– Rupert Read, Norwich, England, May 2020
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INTRODUCTION

batshit-crazy times 
Samuel Alexander

If there is one thing a virus cannot kill, it is a rebellion. Nevertheless, 
there is no way to begin this collection of essays on Extinction Rebellion, 
at this time, other than by acknowledging the remarkable, mind-bend-
ing moment at which these words are written. It is a time of pandemic, 
one destined to shape the future of human civilisation for years if not 
decades ahead. In Australia, from where I write, the economy has all 
but shut down, with little open for business besides medical centres 
and hospitals, supermarkets and food outlets, and a very select number 
of other essential services. Against every ideological bone in its body, 
our conservative government has announced unprecedented stimulus 
packages, to avoid masses of people in our affluent nation from falling 
into destitution.

Because so many people have lost their livelihoods from this unex-
pected suspension of capitalism, banks have had to freeze mortgage 
repayments for six months and rental evictions are currently prohib-
ited. The national and state borders have been closed, and public gath-
erings of more than two people are prohibited. Someone in Australia 
was recently fined for eating a kebab on a park bench. All of this was 
unthinkable a few months ago. Today it is normal. 

This is the stuff typically reserved for dystopian fiction, not real life, 
but many other nations around the world are in a similar position to 
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Australia, with more destined to follow as the Covid-19 virus continues 
its extraordinary disruption. I look at the date on my computer and see 
that it is April 1st, usually a time for jokes and pranks. I hesitate for a 
moment: is this for real? Surely someone is playing us for fools. But this 
is no joke. These are truly batshit-crazy times and I certainly won’t pre-
tend to fully understand what is happening, and none of us could know 
what lies ahead. For all I know I am writing from within a relative calm 
that could yet prove to be the eye of an even more transformative hur-
ricane. For now, all I can do is nod approvingly at the words degrowth 
scholar Jason Hickel recently cast out into the Twitterverse: ‘Capitalist 
realism is over. Everything is thinkable.’ 

Indeed it is. At the same time, tragic though the pandemic is, we need 
to remember that Covid-19 is a crisis within a broader ecological and 
humanitarian crisis. It was only three months ago when my home nation 
was ablaze, suffering a devastating fire season drawing international 
attention, owing to conditions that were exacerbated by global heating. 
It is estimated that over one billion animals perished in the furnaces – 
one billion! Who has the emotional capacity to understand that statis-
tic? And what does next summer bring for our shared Anthropocene? 
What the coronavirus shows, however, is that we really can act as if the 
house is on fire, when we feel it is urgent enough. 

Therein, of course, lies the catch: when we feel it is urgent enough. Does 
it follow that our politicians and the dominant culture did not yet real-
ise that climate change, species extinction, topsoil erosion, deforesta-
tion, pollution, resource depletion, population growth, poverty, and 
inequality were real problems of equal or great urgency? Regrettably, 
that seems to be the case. The world knew enough about the science 
of climate change in 1988 to establish the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC). And yet, last year carbon emissions continued 
to rise, over thirty years after the IPCC was established to warn and 
guide us. 

In the midst of the current pandemic, which is causing so much human 
suffering, it is clear that shutting down the aviation industry and much 
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of consumer culture is allowing a moment for the planet to take pause 
from the onslaught of global industrialism. For so long we have been 
told that it was not possible. And yet here we are, albeit by disaster 
not design. As French philosopher Bruno Latour recently commented: 
‘Next time, when ecologists are ridiculed because “the economy 
cannot be slowed down,” they should remember that it can grind to a 
halt in a matter of weeks worldwide when it is urgent enough.’ In par-
ticular, let us remember this capacity to swiftly downshift the economy, 
should critics assess Extinction Rebellion’s demand of decarbonising by 
2025 and casually dismiss it as non-viable. It will certainly be non-viable 
if we do not try. 

Still, if national and international public discourse is anything to go by, 
it seems the primary goal of politics in this time of disruption is to 
‘bounce back’ to where we were before the pandemic. Of course, all 
the evidence suggests that bouncing back would be no solution at all. 
We must not bounce back. We must bounce otherwise and elsewhere. 
The key question, then, is: bounce back to where and how? 

What is most disturbing about the current pandemic is how quickly 
everything else gets erased from our attention. In Australia, the media 
has all but forgotten about the bushfires. How short our memories are. 
But these issues – climate destabilisation and all the rest – have not dis-
appeared. We live in the same Earth system, only one currently under 
the duress of a virus. As if we did not have problems enough already! 
For the moment, perhaps, people have even forgotten about Extinction 
Rebellion. But if there is one thing a virus cannot kill, it is a rebellion. 

  

At base, Extinction Rebellion is about mobilising people for collective 
action, with the goal of producing a just and sustainable world through 
various practices of nonviolent civil disobedience. Given that Covid-
19 has meant that Extinction Rebellion is, for the time being, unable to 
take to the streets in rebellion, Rupert Read and I decided to continue 
our participation by working from our homes on this book. 
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It is my honour to be editing this book of Rupert’s essays on Extinction 
Rebellion and contributing this introduction and an extended post-
script essay, ‘The Rebellion Hypothesis’. Rupert is an activist-academic 
with the Department of Philosophy at the University of East Anglia, 
UK. That may position him as an unlikely figure to feature so promi-
nently in one of the most disruptive environmental movements on the 
planet right now. After all, philosophers aren’t normally the ones taking 
to the streets in rebellion. But then again, philosophers in the past have 
encouraged us not merely to interpret the world, but to change it. It is 
a lesson that Rupert has taken to heart. 

Even to call Extinction Rebellion a ‘movement’ is somewhat mislead-
ing. It is a rebellion – a global rebellion, fast becoming a movement of 
movements. Currently it is simmering in cyberspace during the phys-
ical distancing enforced by the pandemic, waiting to remerge, I sus-
pect, with more energy than ever. It will be interesting to see how the 
Citizens’ Assemblies upheld by Extinction Rebellion will address the 
key issues of this moment in history – this turning point, perhaps – 
including: how to manage protective contraction of the economy in 
the future, and how best to build a more resilient, just, and sustainable 
society in the wake of Covid-19. In this book you will learn much about 
the movement’s history and mission, and some thoughtful reflections 
on where it may move next. 

As indicated in the preface, we offer this collection of Rupert’s writings 
as an ‘insider’s perspective’ on the first two years of this fast-emerging 
and evolving rebellion. One person’s angle on this movement will inev-
itably be limited by the narrowness of personal experience. But that 
narrowness can also be enriching and full of insight. No doubt by the 
time this book goes to print the story of Extinction Rebellion will have 
undergone further twists and turns, with more in store. That is how it 
will be, and that is how it should be. So watch this space, or better yet, 
help shape it. 

While I don’t always agree with everything Rupert says, for years I have 
been part of a growing audience enriched by his provocative writings, 
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lectures, interviews, and public talks. His work on Extinction Rebellion 
is particularly good, justly receiving a huge amount of attention, with 
qualities that transcend the content, namely, the qualities of honesty, 
clarity, and depth. 

You too may come away from this book with questions or criticisms 
of Rupert’s work, but he would both invite and celebrate this critical 
engagement. Indeed, it is one of the primary reasons we publish this 
book: to provoke further debate and discussion of Extinction Rebellion 
and related movements. Our goal is certainly not to get everyone to 
think the same thing. Far from it. The goal is to foster and exploit the 
diversity of human ingenuity by fuelling the fires of public discourse, in 
the hope that this better enables us all to respond to the variety of 
civilisational problems that will demand many knowledges, insights, and 
practices if they are to be tolerably addressed. 

Beyond his writing and scholarship, Rupert deserves credit for walk-
ing the talk in a way that is challenging in the best sense of the term. 
It seems that at every opportunity Rupert has put down his meta-
phorical pen and left his desk to participate in the various uprisings 
of Extinction Rebellion (primarily those near his base in Norwich). I 
am sure this active engagement is part of the reason why his writ-
ing and talks have had the reach and impact they have: they are 
authentic.

My formal collaboration with Rupert began with the publication of 
our book This Civilisation is Finished: Conversations on the End of Empire 
and What Lies Beyond, published in English by the Simplicity Institute 
in 2019 (and currently under translation into German, Spanish, and 
French). That book was a collection of conversations between us that 
explored a wide array of issues, ranging from future scenarios for 
globalised capitalism, pessimism over technological solutions, alterna-
tive conceptions of progress, political activism (including Extinction 
Rebellion), the role of a teacher in a dying civilisation, among many 
other ‘big picture’ topics. 
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To our surprise the book quickly moved thousands of copies, which is 
unusual for books by academics. This cultural reception suggests to us 
that there is a growing desire for societal commentary that aspires to 
truth-telling without censorship or sugar-coating. You will find the same 
spirit of uncompromised honesty shaping the following pages. 

This book chronicles the period from before XR’s launch to the final 
phase of ‘XR 1.0’, marked by the coming of the coronavirus; that is, 
starting in summer 2018 and going to Spring 2020 inclusive (Northern 
hemisphere). And towards the end of the book Rupert starts to look 
forward to XR 2.0, reflecting on how the experience of shared vulner-
ability and emergency from the coronavirus might reshape the historic 
task of XR: waking the world up at last to the true gravity of the cli-
mate and ecological emergency, and shifting from warm words to suf-
ficient action.

The chapters of this book speak well enough for themselves, so there 
is no need for an extended overview of the content, and each chap-
ter is introduced by Rupert with a few sentences of context. While 
the book was designed to be read from front to back, readers should 
feel free to consult the Table of Contents and dip into the book and 
jump around as they see fit. For now, suffice to say that this anthology 
collects together the wide range of thinking and writing Rupert has 
shared over the last couple of years, as he has sought to understand 
and guide Extinction Rebellion. Many have been published before, 
some are appearing here for the first time. The diverse contributions 
include introductory essays, longer reflections, short articles or pam-
phlets, transcripts of interviews, conversations with other activists and 
scholars, theses on Covid-19, among other topics and forms. We bring 
them together here for convenience and provocation. But, of course, 
this is not the end of the story. It is one perspective on, and experience 
of, the story’s beginning. The future of Extinction Rebellion is unwritten. 
This book is an invitation to help write it. 
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As the Covid-19 pandemic deepens or exacerbates the range of 
pre-existing crises, it seems that our collective task now is to ensure 
that these destabilised conditions are used to advance progressive 
humanitarian and ecological ends, rather than exploited to further 
entrench the austerity politics of neoliberalism. I recognise, of course, 
that the latter remains a real possibility, as did the arch-capitalist Milton 
Friedman, who expressed the point in these terms: 

Only a crisis – actual or perceived – produces real change. When 
that crisis occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the ideas 
that are lying around. That, I believe, is our basic function: to develop 
alternatives to existing policies, to keep them alive and available 
until the politically impossible becomes the politically inevitable.

I’m not often in complete agreement with Milton Friedman, an ideo-
logical nemesis, but on this point I am. For those who recognise the 
potential in this moment to think and act differently, our basic function 
is to keep hopes of a radically different and more humane form of soci-
ety alive, until what today seems impossible or implausible becomes, 
if not inevitable, then at least possible and perhaps even probable. It 
is through crisis that citizenries can be sufficiently perturbed that the 
sedative and depoliticising effects of affluenza and apathy might be 
overcome. 

Indeed, I cautiously suggest that it is better that citizens are not in fact 
protected from every crisis situation, given that the encounter with 
crisis can play an essential consciousness-raising role, if it triggers a 
desire for and motivation towards learning about the structural under-
pinnings of the crisis situation itself. I believe social movements, includ-
ing Extinction Rebellion, should be preparing themselves to play that 
educational and activist role, and in fact it is heartening to see this 
already unfolding in the many inspiring social responses to this time of 
pandemic. 

While Covid-19 is currently demanding physical distancing, Extinction 
Rebellion continues to organise online. More broadly, during these tur-
bulent times we see communities being there for each other, in mutual 
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aid and support. And, in the wake of Covid-19, Extinction Rebellion will 
be back on the streets en masse, because our work is not yet done. 
Until then, and beyond, we hope you find this book fuel for the fire of 
ecological democracy.
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CHAPTER 1 

i’m an academic embracing direct 
action to stop climate breakdown 

This piece was published in autumn 2018, in The Conversation.2 It serves 
I think as a useful introduction to why so many of us decided to take the 
life-changing step of getting seriously involved in XR. I sought to write in a 
relatively ‘neutral’ way; readers might nonetheless sense strongly, almost as 
I was writing the piece, the pull of the cause.

Extinction Rebellion is a nonviolent direct action movement challeng-
ing widespread inaction over dangerous climate change and the mass 
extinction of species which, ultimately, threatens our own species. XR 
demands a just and democratic transition to a better, safer future.

Saturday 17 November 2018 is ‘Rebellion Day’, when people opposed 
to what they see as a government of ‘climate criminals’ aim to gather 
together enough protesters to close down parts of the capital – 
by shutting down fossil-powered road traffic at key pinch-points in 
London.

Our long-term aim is to create a situation where the government can 
no longer ignore the determination of an increasingly large number 
of people to shift the world from what appears to be a direct course 

2 https://theconversation.com/
extinction-rebellion-im-an-academic-embracing-direct-action-to-stop-climate-change-107037

https://theconversation.com/extinction-rebellion-im-an-academic-embracing-direct-action-to-stop-climate-change-107037
https://theconversation.com/extinction-rebellion-im-an-academic-embracing-direct-action-to-stop-climate-change-107037
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towards climate calamity. Who knows, the government could even end 
up having to negotiate with the rebels.

As someone who is both a veteran of nonviolent direct actions over 
the years and an academic seeking to make sense of these campaigns, 
I’ve been thinking quite a lot about what’s old and what’s new about 
Extinction Rebellion. Here are my conclusions so far.

From World Peace to Climate Justice

Extinction Rebellion is rooted in longstanding traditions exemplified by 
the radical nuclear disarmament movement. The founders of Extinction 
Rebellion have thought carefully about past precedents, and about 
what works and what doesn’t.

They’ve noted, for instance, that you don’t necessarily need active 
involvement from more than a tiny percentage of the population to 
win radical change, provided that you have a noble cause that can elicit 
tacit backing from a much larger percentage.

Extinction Rebellion is also quite different from its predecessors. True, 
the disarmament movement was about our very existence, but nuclear 
devastation was – and still is – only a risk. Extinction Rebellion’s aim is 
to prevent a devastation of our world that will come – and quite soon 
– unless we manage to do something unprecedented that will radically 
change our direction.

Climate activists often compare their struggle to victories from the past. 
But in my view comparisons which are often made – to Indian indepen-
dence, the civil rights movement, or the campaign for universal suffrage, 
for example – are over-optimistic. These historical movements were 
most often about oppressed classes of people rising up and empower-
ing themselves, gaining access to what the privileged already had. 

Extinction Rebellion challenges oligarchy and neoliberal capital-
ism for their rank excess, and the political class for its deep lack of 
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commitment, beyond warm words, to serious action on the ecological 
emergency. But the changes that will be needed to arrest the collapse 
of our climate and biodiversity are now so huge that this movement is 
concerned with changing our whole way of life. Changing our diet sig-
nificantly. Changing our transport systems drastically. Changing the way 
our economies work to radically relocalise them. The list goes on.

This runs up against powerful vested interests – but also places consid-
erable demands upon ordinary citizens, especially in ‘developed’ coun-
tries such as the UK. It is therefore a much harder ask. This means that 
the chances of Extinction Rebellion succeeding are relatively slim. But 
this doesn’t prove it’s a mistaken enterprise – on the contrary, it looks 
like our last chance, our best hope. 

This all leads into why I sat in the road blocking the entrance to 
Parliament Square on 31 October, when Extinction Rebellion was 
launched – and why I will be ‘manning the barricades’ again on 17 
November. I cherish the opening words of the famous Shaker hymn 
‘Simple Gifts’: ‘’Tis the gift to be simple’. What does it mean to live 
simply at this moment in history? It means to do everything necessary 
so that others – most importantly our children (and their children) – 
can simply live. 

It isn’t enough to live a life of voluntary simplicity.3 One needs also 
to take peaceful direct action to seek to stop the mega-machine of 
growth-obsessed corporate capitalism that is destroying our common 
future. That’s why it seems plain to me that we need peaceful rebellion 
now, so that we and countless other species don’t face devastation or 
indeed extinction. 

The next line of that Shaker hymn goes, ‘’Tis the gift to be free.’ In our 
times, to be free means to not be bound by laws that are consigning 
our children to purgatory or worse. If one cares properly for one’s 

3 See my article on this co-authored with Sam Alexander and Jacob Garrett: ‘Voluntary 
Simplicity: Backed By All Three Main Normative-Ethical Traditions’, https://ueaeprints.uea.ac.uk/
id/eprint/67014/1/Accepted_manuscript.pdf .

https://ueaeprints.uea.ac.uk/id/eprint/67014/1/Accepted_manuscript.pdf
https://ueaeprints.uea.ac.uk/id/eprint/67014/1/Accepted_manuscript.pdf
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children, that must entail caring for their children, too. You don’t really 
care for your children if you damn their children. And that logic multi-
plies into the future indefinitely – we aren’t caring adequately for any 
generation if the generation to follow it is doomed.

As mammals whose primary calling is to care for our kids, it is there-
fore logical that an outright existential threat to their future, and to that 
of their children, must be resisted and rebelled against, no matter what 
the pitifully inadequate laws of our land say.

I’ve felt called upon to engage in conscientious civil disobedience 
before, at Faslane and Aldermaston against nuclear weapons and with 
EarthFirst in defence of the redwood forests threatened with destruc-
tion in the Pacific Northwest of the USA. 

But Extinction Rebellion seems to me the most compelling cause of 
them all. Unless we manage to do the near impossible, then after a 
period of a few decades at most there won’t be any other causes to 
engage with. It really is as stark and as dark as that.

If you too feel the call, then I think you now know what to do.
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CHAPTER 2 

facts about our ecological  
crisis are incontrovertible:  
we must take action 

Alongside Alison Green and Richard House, I co-wrote and co-organised this 
letter that appeared in The Guardian in October 2018,4 signed by nine-
ty-four academics, including Professor Joy Carter, Vice-chancellor, University of 
Winchester; Dr Rowan Williams, former Archbishop of Canterbury; Prof. Danny 
Dorling; Dr Mark Maslin; Prof. Jason Hickel; Prof. Jem Bendell; Dr Ian Gibson, 
Former Chair, House of Commons Science and Technology Select Committee; 
Dr Susie Orbach; Dr David Drew MP, Shadow minister, environment, food and 
rural affairs; and Professor Molly Scott Cato MEP.5 This was the first entry of 
XR onto the national scene, setting the stage for our launch event and first 
national direct action, five days later. It was significant that these academics 
(including a good number from climate and ecological sciences) were willing 
to stand up in public in favour of civil disobedience for this cause.

4 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/facts-about-our-ecological-cri-
sis-are-incontrovertible-we-must-take-action?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other

5 The full list of signatories can be found here: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/
oct/26/facts-about-our-ecological-crisis-are-incontrovertible-we-must-take-action?C-
MP=Share_iOSApp_Other. The accompanying in-depth article ‘We Have a Duty to Act’ made, 
in fact, an even bigger splash, as this was the first journalistic investigation into the plans of 
Extinction Rebellion, immediately prior to the launch of XR at Parliament Square: https://www.
theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/we-have-a-duty-to-act-hundreds-ready-to-go-to-
jail-over-climate-crisis. That article features first-person mini profiles of Gail Bradbrook, Alison 
Green, Jessica Townsend, and myself.

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/facts-about-our-ecological-crisis-are-incontrovertible-we-must-take-action?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/facts-about-our-ecological-crisis-are-incontrovertible-we-must-take-action?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/facts-about-our-ecological-crisis-are-incontrovertible-we-must-take-action?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/facts-about-our-ecological-crisis-are-incontrovertible-we-must-take-action?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/facts-about-our-ecological-crisis-are-incontrovertible-we-must-take-action?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/we-have-a-duty-to-act-hundreds-ready-to-go-to-jail-over-climate-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/we-have-a-duty-to-act-hundreds-ready-to-go-to-jail-over-climate-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/26/we-have-a-duty-to-act-hundreds-ready-to-go-to-jail-over-climate-crisis
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We the undersigned represent diverse academic disciplines, and the 
views expressed here are those of the signatories and not their organ-
isations. While our academic perspectives and expertise may differ, we 
are united on one point: we will not tolerate the failure of this or any 
other government to take robust and emergency action in respect of 
the worsening ecological crisis. The science is clear, the facts are incon-
trovertible, and it is unconscionable to us that our children and grand-
children should have to bear the terrifying brunt of an unprecedented 
disaster of our own making.

We are in the midst of the sixth mass extinction, with about two hun-
dred species becoming extinct each day. Humans cannot continue to 
violate the fundamental laws of nature or of science with impunity. If 
we continue on our current path, the future for our species is bleak.

Our government is complicit in ignoring the precautionary principle, 
and in failing to acknowledge that infinite economic growth on a planet 
with finite resources is non-viable. Instead, the government irresponsibly 
promotes rampant consumerism and free-market fundamentalism, and 
allows greenhouse gas emissions to rise. Earth Overshoot Day (the date 
when humans have used up more resources from nature than the planet 
can renew in the entire year) falls earlier each year (1 August in 2018).

When a government wilfully abrogates its responsibility to protect its 
citizens from harm and to secure the future for generations to come, it 
has failed in its most essential duty of stewardship. The ‘social contract’ 
has been broken, and it is therefore not only our right, but our moral 
duty to bypass the government’s inaction and flagrant dereliction of 
duty, and to rebel to defend life itself.

We therefore declare our support for Extinction Rebellion, launch-
ing on 31 October 2018. We fully stand behind the demands for the 
government to tell the hard truth to its citizens. We call for a Citizens’ 
Assembly to work with scientists on the basis of the extant evidence 
and in accordance with the precautionary principle, to urgently develop 
a credible plan for rapid, total decarbonisation of the economy.
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CHAPTER 3

act now to prevent an 
environmental catastrophe 

Six weeks after the Guardian article, Alison Green, Richard House, and I 
co-ordinated another multiple-signatory letter in The Guardian, this time 
with a global focus.6 This letter expressed support for XR and broadly allied 
movements across the world, especially those movements already non-vio-
lently fighting hard for nature and a future in the Global South. Signatories 
included Vandana Shiva, Naomi Klein, Noam Chomsky, Philip Pullman, Bill 
McKibben, Tiokasin Ghosthorse, Jonathon Porritt, Lily Cole, Salim Dara, Chris 
Packham, David Graeber, Giorgos Kallis, and Kate Raworth.7

In our complex, interdependent global ecosystem, life is dying, with spe-
cies extinction accelerating. The climate crisis is worsening much faster 
than previously predicted. Every single day two hundred species are 
becoming extinct. This desperate situation can’t continue.

Political leaders worldwide are failing to address the environmental 
crisis. If global corporate capitalism continues to drive the international 
economy, global catastrophe is inevitable. Complacency and inaction 
in Britain, the US, Australia, Brazil, across Africa and Asia all illustrate 

6 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/09/
act-now-to-prevent-an-environmental-catastrophe?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other

7 For the full list of signatories, see https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/09/
act-now-to-prevent-an-environmental-catastrophe?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/09/act-now-to-prevent-an-environmental-catastrophe?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/09/act-now-to-prevent-an-environmental-catastrophe?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/09/act-now-to-prevent-an-environmental-catastrophe?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/09/act-now-to-prevent-an-environmental-catastrophe?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
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diverse manifestations of political paralysis, abdicating humankind’s 
grave responsibility for planetary stewardship.

International political organisations and national governments must 
foreground the climate-emergency issue immediately, urgently draw-
ing up comprehensive policies to address it. Conventionally privileged 
nations must voluntarily fund comprehensive environment-protection 
policies in impoverished nations, to compensate the latter for foregoing 
unsustainable economic growth, and paying recompense for the plan-
et-plundering imperialism of materially privileged nations.

With extreme weather already hitting food production, we demand 
that governments act now to avoid any further risk of hunger, with 
emergency investment in agro-ecological extreme-weather-resistant 
food production. We also call for an urgent summit on saving the Arctic 
icecap, to slow weather disruption of our harvests.

We further call on concerned global citizens to rise up and organ-
ise against current complacency in their particular contexts, including 
indigenous people’s rights advocacy, decolonisation, and reparatory 
justice – so joining the global movement that’s now rebelling against 
extinction (e.g., Extinction Rebellion in the UK).

We must collectively do whatever’s necessary non-violently, to per-
suade politicians and business leaders to relinquish their complacency 
and denial. Their ‘business as usual’ is no longer an option. Global citi-
zens will no longer put up with this failure of our planetary duty.

Every one of us, especially in the materially privileged world, must 
commit to accepting the need to live more lightly, consume far less, 
and to not only uphold human rights but also our stewardship respon-
sibilities to the planet.
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after the ipcc 1.5 degrees report: 
waking up to climate reality

I published this piece on Medium8 in the run-up to XR’s launch. It is the 
main piece in which I set out my points of divergence from Jem Bendell, 
author of the widely read ‘Deep Adaptation’ paper. While Jem’s work has 
been formative for some in XR, I am nervous that its effect, contrary to his 
intent, has sometimes been to blunt clarity about the need to follow the 
precautionary principle – to prevent, to ‘mitigate’ in the technical sense 
of that term as it is used in climate-policy. The nuanced stance I seek to 
uphold may be not only a little more accurate (because it is less ‘knowing’ 
about what we don’t actually know, in a world sometimes full of surprises 
and beyond our ken) but also more psychologically efficacious.

The exciting – but also terrifying – ‘Global Warming of 1.5°C’ special 
report from the IPCC made a few headlines; and now the reporting 
has mostly moved on. The mega-story of potential #climatebreak-
down, the long emergency that threatens to overwhelm us, the news 
story that should be on our screens every night, has been overtaken 
by dramas in Brussels and Westminster (not to mention on Strictly 
Come Dancing).

8 https://medium.com/@rupertread_80924/after-the-ipcc-report-climatereality-5b3e2ae43697 

https://medium.com/@rupertread_80924/after-the-ipcc-report-climatereality-5b3e2ae43697
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The IPCC report is highly conservative about the dangers we face9 and 
dares not challenge capitalism or ‘growth’.10 Consequently, it sketches only 
the most basic elements of the unprecedented transformation the world 
must undertake. But an increasing number of voices are being raised to 
argue that it is no longer enough to stake everything on that transforma-
tion being achieved. Indeed, it would be a rash person who would bet on 
it being achieved, for the IPCC report is, if anything, considerably too opti-
mistic. A soberer view has been presented in Green House Think Tank’s 
‘Facing Up to Climate Reality’ project,11 and by my friend and colleague 
Professor Jem Bendell. His recent paper ‘Deep Adaptation’ has gone viral, 
making an impact that is surely a sign of the times.

Jem’s paper, which makes the striking and scary claim that our civilisa-
tion will collapse due to climate-degradation within ten years of the 
time of its writing has plainly struck a chord. It is waking people up, 
allowing them to share the fears that they have been having privately 
for, in many cases, years now.

Taking as given the welcome impact that Jem’s paper is having, I’ll take 
a moment to spell out here the two key differences between my own 
thinking and his. These differences may sound small, but I think they are 
significant enough to be worth dwelling on. In part, because they may 
make a significant difference to how the Extinction Rebellion message 
is received.

1. Jem claims that societal collapse is now ‘inevitable’. I think collapse 
is not certain, but ‘only’ almost inevitable. In my view it makes no 
sense to make hard predictions about a system of which one is a 
part, for what happens depends in part on what we do. And we 

9 Compare, by contrast, Schellnhuber’s frank view about the dangers here in the 
strikingly titled ‘I Would Like People to Panic’: https://horizon-magazine.eu/arti-
cle/i-would-people-panic-top-scientist-unveils-equation-showing-world-climate-
emergency.html & also Wolfgang Knorr’s here: https://jembendell.com/2019/07/31/
climate-scientist-speaks-about-letting-down-humanity-and-what-to-do-about-it/ 

10 See Prof. Kevin Anderson’s take on this point, here: http://blog.policy.manchester.ac.uk/
posts/2018/10/response-to-the-ipcc-1-5c-special-report/

11 https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/facing-up-to-climate-reality.html

https://horizon-magazine.eu/article/i-would-people-panic-top-scientist-unveils-equation-showing-world-climate-emergency.html
https://horizon-magazine.eu/article/i-would-people-panic-top-scientist-unveils-equation-showing-world-climate-emergency.html
https://horizon-magazine.eu/article/i-would-people-panic-top-scientist-unveils-equation-showing-world-climate-emergency.html
https://jembendell.com/2019/07/31/climate-scientist-speaks-about-letting-down-humanity-and-what-to-d
https://jembendell.com/2019/07/31/climate-scientist-speaks-about-letting-down-humanity-and-what-to-d
http://blog.policy.manchester.ac.uk/posts/2018/10/response-to-the-ipcc-1-5c-special-report/
http://blog.policy.manchester.ac.uk/posts/2018/10/response-to-the-ipcc-1-5c-special-report/
https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/facing-up-to-climate-reality.html
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don’t know (the limits of) what we are capable of until we try. 
In principle it is still possible for us to escape the dire future that 
awaits us if we attempt merely reform rather than a profound 
compassionate revolution.12 The point about it being in principle 
impossible to predict the human future, because of our agency, 
is very important, for it keeps open a space of freedom and 
faith and courage that a ‘doomer’ message risks closing down; 
the ‘It’s inevitable’ message risks turning us into observers rather 
than actors. I know that that is the opposite of the intention of 
Bendell’s exciting ‘Deep Adaptation’ agenda, but it is nonetheless 
a risk that some will find that message of inevitability disempow-
ering, undermining the open potentiality of humanity.

2. Jem claims that collapse is ‘near-term’, and gives an upper 
bound for it of a decade from now. I think we can’t know that 
collapse is near-term, because of the reason already sketched 
in (1), but also because we have to be humble and accept the 
limits of our knowledge. To think that we can know when col-
lapse will come is to make the same kind of mistake of hubristic 
over-confidence in predictions that is commonly made in the 
mainstream among scientistic thinkers over-confident in their 
models. My work in recent years on precaution has convinced 
me of this. It is hubristic to claim that we can know the future. 
It is, as I say, exactly a symptom of how our society has got itself 
into such trouble. The point, as I’ve stressed in my joint work 
on this with Nassim Taleb,13 is that we have to get used to living 
as safely as possible in a world that we do not ‘fully’ under-
stand (and never will). This has radical implications for how we 
change the way we are living. We should seek to decreate frag-
ile systems, and reduce our dependency on predictions.

12 Here in ‘Apollo-Earth’, a piece I co-authored with Deepak Rughani of Biofuelwatch, is a sketch 
of one way in which such a better future remains perfectly possible: https://theecologist.
org/2017/mar/09/apollo-earth-wake-call-our-race-against-time 

13 See, e.g., our ‘The Precautionary Principle’: https://www.fooledbyrandomness.com/pp2.pdf. See also 
https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/precautionary-principle.html for some less technical takes.

https://theecologist.org/2017/mar/09/apollo-earth-wake-call-our-race-against-time
https://theecologist.org/2017/mar/09/apollo-earth-wake-call-our-race-against-time
https://www.fooledbyrandomness.com/pp2.pdf
https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/precautionary-principle.html
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I think that we need to be wary of hostages to fortune. If in 2028 we are 
somehow still standing, then people will come back and refer negatively 
to Jem’s ‘ten years’ semi-prediction. (Remember the treatment meted 
out to the ‘Limits to Growth’ pioneers.) It will be used to discredit him/us. 

(1) and (2) are inter-related points. We should be very careful how we 
handle them, however. Unless we are strong-willed and determined 
to keep facing up to climate reality, we might think that they deliver a 
‘reprieve’; that we can then put aside the strong medicine that Jem is 
prescribing. That would be a drastic mistake, and the last thing I want. 
Neither (1) nor (2) undermines the centrality of the Deep Adaptation 
agenda to what is now needful. They only complicate the picture, make 
it a little more uncertain in application, take it further from the danger-
ous certainties of the ‘doomer’ or the survivalist.

For let me stand shoulder to shoulder with Jem in saying that the 
future looks extremely grim – unless we somehow manage to trans-
form our entire way of life beyond recognition, rapidly. The situation is 
particularly grim in the Arctic. The albedo loss there is highly disturb-
ing, threatening in itself to blow the IPCC scenarios away, as Jem details. 
And above all there is the possibility that there may be a methane 
time-bomb.14 If the staggeringly vast amounts of methane buried below 
now-thinning ice and ‘permafrost’ start to be ‘liberated’ then we will 
be not looking ‘only’ at the end of human civilisation, but at the possi-
ble extinction of humanity and of most animals. Conceivably, we might 
become ‘committed’ to that outcome even within a decade.

What I think we can know is that this civilisation is finished. We don’t quite 
know for certain that it will end in collapse, and we don’t know how long 
until it is finished, but we can be fully confident that it will not survive in 
anything even remotely resembling its current form. For that form is can-
cerous. If our civilisation survives then it will have utterly transformed. It 
will no longer in any meaningful sense be this civilisation. (I elaborate on 
my belief that this civilisation is finished in chapters 8 & 9.)

14 See, e.g., Peter Wadhams’s take here: ‘Arctic Research and the Methane Risk’, https://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=D3L0R6LzEUE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3L0R6LzEUE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3L0R6LzEUE
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Again, I think that outcome – transformational adaptation, an utter, 
rapid changeover to an ecological civilisation – is deeply, obviously 
desirable. And again, I’m very sceptical that it will be achieved. If that is 
my thinking, how, therefore, should I act? If you find my line of thinking 
convincing, how should you act?

That’s the 64 trillion dollar question, to which this book as a whole 
offers a kind of answer. Clearly, a central part of that answer (and one 
to which Jem assents) is: to rebel. Another part of it is us at every level 
(household, community, society, globe) starting to act more precau-
tiously. The beauty of the precautionary principle approach is that we 
don’t need to make predictions about ‘inevitability’ or about a specific 
time period. The logic of precaution points us in the correct direc-
tion anyway, whether the chances of collapse are 3%, 33%, or 100%; 
whether it is likely in three months, in three years, or in thirty years. (My 
own rough best guess right now is that we are facing a very severe but 
probably non-total collapse that will unfold over a generation or so.15)

I think that this precautionary logic may be more helpful to our cause 
than the standard scientific ‘evidence-based’ logic that Jem attempts to 
extrapolate from – a logic that is so pervasive in the rhetoric of our 
world now, obsessed as it is by the image of science,16 but a logic that 
is actually often harmful. I believe that my way of characterising our situ-
ation is more likely to be energising and motivating than Jem’s. Extinction 
Rebellion is probably a last chance for us to do enough to stop climate 
catastrophe, or at the very least to very significantly slow it. But it risks 
being undermined by a message that says near-term social collapse is 
inevitable. 

Once again, to be clear, while I’m a tiny bit more optimistic than Jem, 
the emphasis needs to be on the word tiny. The crucial thing is to 

15 For more detail, see my article ‘Some Thoughts on Civilisational Succession’: http://www.truthand-
power.com/rupert-read-some-thoughts-on-civilisational-succession/ 

16 For full buttressing of this claim, see Jonathan Beale and Ian James Kidd (eds): Wittgenstein and 
Scientism, Routledge, London, 2019), including my essay therein, on how to avoid scientism in 
relation to climate.

http://www.truthandpower.com/rupert-read-some-thoughts-on-civilisational-succession/
http://www.truthandpower.com/rupert-read-some-thoughts-on-civilisational-succession/
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start taking seriously the strong likelihood, unless together we make 
something miraculous happen, that collapse is coming, and probably 
not in the distant future. So while still seeking to enable the miraculous, 
and feeling liberated by the direness of the emergency from norms of 
politeness, law-abidingness, etc., we must also have a plan B. We have 
to start talking about and preparing for the probability of failure. We 
have to start, for example, trying to make nuclear waste relatively safe 
against a future in which our governmental institutions will not be there 
to prevent it melting down or catching fire. It would be plain reckless, at 
this point, to bet everything on our pre-empting collapse.

And that is still a very fearful message. So my final point is: let’s create a 
place where that fear can be felt, voiced, shared. One of the most pow-
erful things we can do right now is share not our predictions or our 
precautions but our emotions.

I’m afraid. For my students. For all our children. For my loved ones. For 
myself.

When one bonds emotionally about this with those one is communi-
cating with (especially if they are younger than one) then that is pow-
erful. That is the power of the so-called ‘powerless’. That’s the truth I 
want to speak.

I’m scared, dear reader. Not ‘just’ for future generations. For you, and for 
me. Join me, in this honest fear.

It is time to share our fears – and to rebel, to seek to stop them being 
realised.
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venice: a canary in the climate 
coalmine

When Venice flooded just days before the launch of Extinction Rebellion,  
I was invited to contribute this short piece to The Independent.17

31 October 2018 – All Hallows’ Eve – is the day of the launch of 
‘Extinction Rebellion’. Hundreds of us will be descending upon 
Parliament Square, to declare that we’re no longer willing to stand by 
while the powers that be frogmarch our species (and most wildlife) 
towards extinction. Climate chaos has become an existential threat. 
And so we’re rebelling.

As if to show that God has no sense of humour, He’s unleashed 
record-matching floods in Venice to accompany the occasion. Three 
quarters of the city is underwater. This is tragic. And just a tiny taste of 
the vast tragedies to come, if we don’t act convincingly to match the 
global emergency we find ourselves in.

Actually, this has precious little to do with God, and everything to do 
with humanity. Increasingly, ‘global weirding’ means that ‘natural disasters’ 
aren’t natural at all: they aren’t ‘acts of God’. They’re caused by us. One of 
the main three factors behind Venice’s increasing susceptibility to floods 

17 https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/venice-flooding-italy-weather-climate-change-environ-
ment-civil-disobedience-a8609116.html

https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/venice-flooding-italy-weather-climate-change-environment-civil-disobedience-a8609116.htmlclimate-change-environment-civil-disobedience-a8609116.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/venice-flooding-italy-weather-climate-change-environment-civil-disobedience-a8609116.htmlclimate-change-environment-civil-disobedience-a8609116.html
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is climate-change-caused sea level rise. (Another is offshore methane 
extraction – itself a big contributor to dangerous climate change.)

Venice is a uniquely beautiful place; a wonder of the modern world. I 
remember with great pleasure attending a conference there. It’s bizarre 
to see pictures of places one has strolled through now a metre under 
water.

Eventually Venice will succumb. It will become unliveable, and then 
gradually sink beneath the waves. An early casualty of climate devasta-
tion. Like Bangladesh. Like the Maldives. Unless, just conceivably, we act 
in ways that are completely outside the box.

In the 1990s, I joined EarthFirst! for ‘Redwood Summer’ in California, 
and we put ourselves on the line to try to stop the clearcutting of 
those magnificent trees. In the 2000s, I was part of the movement 
seeking through civil disobedience to disrupt the Trident nuclear missile 
system; and I interrupted proceedings in the House of Commons, to 
protest against the use of cluster bombs in Iraq. (I ended up spending 
an afternoon in the cells at the Palace of Westminster : yes, they have 
their own tiny prison there.) But it’s been years since I engaged in non-
violent direct action.

I don’t particularly want to be arrested. I don’t want my life disrupted. 
I’m no wannabe hero.

It’s simply that we cannot wait any longer, while the planet burns. Our 
own government, in its infinite unwisdom, used the Budget yesterday 
– just a fortnight after the IPCC’s compelling report on our planetary 
emergency – to throw £30,000,000,000 at road-building while one 
five-hundredth of that amount went to tree planting, to ‘compensate’. 
Truly shameful, at this moment in history.

So I’m willing to risk arrest.

The idea of Extinction Rebellion is that, rather than allowing our-
selves to be gradually extinguished, we will insist upon the government 
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changing course radically, now. And if they refuse, some of us are ready 
to go to prison for it.

We may well fail. The odds are stacked against us. The latest blow being the 
election of a genocidal,18 ecocidal19 extremist to the presidency of Brazil.

And we can take little comfort from previous successes. The civil rights 
movement, or women’s suffrage, or gay marriage: these were libera-
tions for visible groups of oppressed human beings, and didn’t chal-
lenge the basic economic system or the exploitation of nature. What 
we are trying to do instead is to save the future for all of us; and that 
means changing everything.

Any rational person would bet heavily against us. But to be able to 
look our kids – or indeed Venetians – in the eye, we need at least to 
try. Imagine how you’d feel in a decade’s time, once it’s too late – if you 
hadn’t even tried.

And even if we fail, perhaps we’ll have slowed the juggernaut of destruc-
tion down some. Even that would be better than nothing. Much, much 
better.

There’s still time. Why not join us? It’s the hour of decision, the eve 
of destruction, before we become ghosts, our civilisation at best a 
memory. And who knows, given the time of year, maybe some of us 
will even be wearing fun masks…

We’ve little to lose by throwing caution to the winds in our own lives. 
For we’re already losing Venice; and that’s just the canary in the climate 
coal mine. When globally we stand to lose everything, we may as well 
get serious about stopping it…

So, let’s try.

18 See, e.g., https://theintercept.com/2019/02/16/brazil-bolsonaro-indigenous-land/ for evidence 
to support this serious claim.

19 See, e.g., https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/aug/25/
g7-cant-turn-blind-eye-to-amazon-ecocide-forest-fires-indigenous-tribes

https://theintercept.com/2019/02/16/brazil-bolsonaro-indigenous-land/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/aug/25/g7-cant-turn-blind-eye-to-amazon-ecocide-forest-fires-indigenous-tribes
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/aug/25/g7-cant-turn-blind-eye-to-amazon-ecocide-forest-fires-indigenous-tribes
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extinction rebellion beyond london

This article, published in The Ecologist in December 2018,20 suggests that 
it is dangerous for XR to focus its energy on actions that seem to target 
ordinary working people. This is a theme I returned to in 2019 in my pam-
phlet ‘Truth and its Consequences’ (Chapter 13 of this book), and in early 
2020 in a pamphlet co-authored with Skeena Rathor and Marc Lopatin, 
‘Rushing the Emergency, Rushing the Rebellion?’ (the Appendix to this book). 
It should be noted, as indeed I do in ‘Truth and its Consequences’, that 
the April 2019 Rebellion proved me wrong to some extent: we achieved 
success then by forcing a national conversation that changed the game 
on climate and ecology, by (among other things) inconveniencing ordinary 
people. But I submit that that was a one-off, a superbly surprising success 
that caught the authorities and in fact everyone (including ourselves!) off 
guard, something that by its very nature could only happen once.

The ante-upping direct-action intimated in the final paragraph of this piece 
took place and was a great success, partly because it targeted the local 
‘democratic’ elite. We shut down Norfolk County Council for several hours, 
and temporarily stopped them from being able to fund the building of the 
road discussed below.21 

20 https://theecologist.org/2018/dec/10/extinction-rebellion-beyond-london?fbclid=IwAR1t-
JScpAqYQRXDfQRkv-zuhzflLr0erSKxUayipP0ymj5BlWBWezWvuztQ

21 See these links for details: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GCqK5aFDDkc&feature=youtu.be 
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-norfolk-46439210 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3tK_FniBVnQ&feature=youtu.be . At time of writing Norfolk 
County Council is still trying to go ahead with building the road, and it remains unclear whether 
they will actually be able to go ahead and do so.

https://theecologist.org/2018/dec/10/extinction-rebellion-beyond-london?fbclid=IwAR1tJScpAqYQRXDfQRkv-zuhzflLr0erSKxUayipP0ymj5BlWBWezWvuztQ
https://theecologist.org/2018/dec/10/extinction-rebellion-beyond-london?fbclid=IwAR1tJScpAqYQRXDfQRkv-zuhzflLr0erSKxUayipP0ymj5BlWBWezWvuztQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GCqK5aFDDkc&feature=youtu.be
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-norfolk-46439210
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3tK_FniBVnQ&feature=youtu.be
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Extinction Rebellion has rapidly made a name for itself – by way of 
unleashing an unprecedented scale of nonviolent direct action (NVDA) 
in London.

We launched on 31 October 2018, by blocking vehicular access to par-
liament. On 17 November, 5000 of us blocked five bridges across the 
Thames. The first phase of direct-action protests came to a head with 
‘Rebellion Day 2’ on 24 November 2018, in which we marched on 
Downing Street and Buckingham Palace. 

Meanwhile, the movement is already internationalising. But what next 
for XR in the UK?

XR is starting to facilitate actions everywhere. Of course, the thing 
about the climate is that it is under threat by all manner of human activ-
ities. Most obviously, the way we grow our food, what industry does, 
and the way we travel.

Common future

I have thrown myself headfirst into this movement nationally – and also 
locally in my home city of Norwich.

Our long-term aim is to create a situation in which the government can 
no longer ignore the determination of an increasingly large number of 
people to shift the world from a direct course towards climate calam-
ity. That will only happen if the movement causes trouble everywhere, 
not just in London.

So, in places like Norwich – and I predict you will soon see the same 
happening across the country – some of us have started putting our 
bodies on the line for the sake of our common future.

Sham consultation

Last week, Norwich XR undertook its first NVDA. The councils in 
Norfolk are determined to build a truly appalling new road, across a 
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river that is a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and a Special Area 
of Conservation. This road would of course be a contribution to increas-
ing our nation’s carbon emissions at the very time we need to slash them. 
And it would threaten to further extinguish the area’s biodiversity.

Norfolk County Council is running a sham consultation, trying to get 
the public to fixate on which route should be built across the Wensum, 
rather than on whether the road should be built at all. It is quite obvi-
ous that building a new road like this is the height of absurdity, even 
insanity, at a time when the UN – which is actually highly conservative 
in such matters – is telling us that we need to halve our carbon emis-
sions within a decade.

We occupied the consultation exhibition space in the centre of 
Norwich. We presented passers-by with genuine information instead, 
explaining why this road is the worst of all the dreadful road projects 
that have been proposed and built in Norfolk, and in particular why its 
climate-irresponsibility is absolute and unacceptable.

We effectively shut down the ‘consultation’ for three-and-a-half hours. 
There were about fifty of us. Too many to easily deal with or intimidate. 
So, although the managers of the space threatened to call the police on 
us to force us to leave, in the end they appeared not to have done so. 
We were able to blockade the ‘consultation’ for the whole time.

Legitimate tactics

I was pleasantly surprised by the positive reaction we garnered from 
the vast majority of passers-by. I think one reason is that we were not 
inconveniencing them (apart from a tiny handful who actually wanted 
to see the council’s rubbish materials about the road ‘options’ – but we 
let them through). We were inconveniencing the powers that be.

I’d like to draw a general moral from that. I believe that XR actions 
ought to target politicians (local and national), civil servants, the author-
ities, big business, the very rich – not ordinary people.
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Sure, shutting down roads is a perfectly legitimate tactic, because trans-
port emissions are killing us, and still rising. But it is not usually a very 
effective tactic if it annoys ordinary people. If we close down govern-
ment departments, local councils and parliament, executive offices, car-
bon-polluting factories, and the like, we are far more likely to keep the 
broad mass of the public with us, while we civilly disobey.

Those who took part in this NVDA in Norwich, especially the many 
newbies to this game, were emboldened.

Next actions

We already have a plan in mind to up the ante against this awesomely 
terrible road building plan whose absurdity we’ve put on the map. 

The groundswell of XR is already beyond expectations – and it has 
certainly moved well beyond London. If we are strategically and tacti-
cally smart, and keep many people on side, we will radically subvert the 
powers that be and the fossil economy. We might even win…



35

CHAPTER 7

adults must not object to their 
children taking radical action

I was asked to contribute this piece to The Conversation in February 
2019,22 on the occasion of a multi-authored letter by UK academics (many 
of them – though probably by no means all – backers of XR) in support of 
the school climate strikers.

A worldwide wave of school climate strikes, begun by the remarkable 
Greta Thunberg, has reached the UK. Some critics claim these activ-
ist-pupils are simply playing truant, but I disagree. Speaking as both a 
climate campaigner and an academic philosopher, I believe school walk-
outs are morally and politically justifiable.

Philosophy can help us tackle the question of whether direct action 
is warranted via the theory of civil disobedience.23 This states that, in 
a democratic society, one is justified in disobeying the law only when 
other alternatives have been exhausted, and the injustice being pro-
tested against is grave.

In the case of the climate school strikes, it is without question that the 
injustice – the threat – is grave. There is none graver facing us.

22 https://theconversation.com/school-climate-strikes-why-adults-no-longer-have-the-right-to-ob-
ject-to-their-children-taking-radical-action-111851

23 For an explanation of the theory, see: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/civil-disobedience/  
See also, this book’s post-script essay by Sam Alexander.

https://theconversation.com/school-climate-strikes-why-adults-no-longer-have-the-right-to-object-to-their-children-taking-radical-action-111851
https://theconversation.com/school-climate-strikes-why-adults-no-longer-have-the-right-to-object-to-their-children-taking-radical-action-111851
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/civil-disobedience/
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It appears reasonable to claim furthermore that other alternatives have 
indeed been exhausted. After all, people have been trying to wake gov-
ernments up to the climate threat for decades now, and we are still as 
a society way off the pace set out even by a conservative organisation 
such as the IPCC.

But if that claim were strongly contested and it were suggested that cli-
mate activism should continue to focus on conventional electoral poli-
tics, then attention might revert to the assumed premise that society is 
democratic. Do people in Britain and elsewhere really live in ‘democ-
racies’, given (for instance) the vastly greater power of the rich and of 
owners of media to influence elections, compared to everyone else? 

I don’t want to adjudicate whether we really live in a democracy. But 
what of course makes this a particularly salient question for school 
strikes is the simple fact that in any case children have no voice in 
this democratic system. And yet the climate crisis and the perhaps 
equally catastrophic biodiversity crisis will affect children much more 
than adults. 

Our ‘democratic’ system seems to have a built-in present-centric bias 
and a concomitant weakness in relation to issues of long-term signif-
icance, that seriously undermine its claims to democratic legitimacy. 
Thus philosophers have sometimes argued, beginning with Edmund 
Burke in the eighteenth century, that to make the system truly demo-
cratic we would need to somehow include – and give real power to – 
the voices of the past and the future in that system. Most especially, for 
they are at risk of suffering the worst, the voices of children and indeed 
of unborn future generations.

So, a forceful argument could be made that it must be legitimate for 
children to take part in climate actions, for they do not even have 
recourse to the democratic channels (such as they are) that adults 
take for granted. This is especially true once we add that it seems rea-
sonable for children to object to schooling that may well be rendered 
irrelevant by a climate-induced catastrophe. For example, much of the 
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way that economics, business studies, and IT are taught presupposes a 
world that will probably soon cease to exist.

Adults have failed

If you are convinced by this, then all well and good. However, at this 
point, I want to pull the rug slightly from under the argument that I’ve 
made so far. I put it to you that, if you are an adult, as I am, then your 
view in any case is somewhat beside the point. 

For the brutal fact is that, try hard though some of us have done, we 
adults have categorically failed our children. This is a grievous wrong, 
perhaps the worst thing that mammals, primates, such as ourselves, can 
do: to have let down those whom we claim to love more than life itself. 
We have set our children on a path to a ‘future’ in which society as we 
know it may have collapsed. And even if we accomplish an unprec-
edented societal transformation over the next decade, the massive 
time-lags built into the climate system mean things will still get worse 
for a long time to come.

And so on this occasion we adults ought to humbly realise that it is no 
longer for us to tell our children what to do. We ought rather to take 
up the role of supporting them in their uprising, asking how we can 
help them in their struggle for survival. They are inspiring us, now.

The ultimate reason why we should support these school strikes, as I 
and hundreds of other UK academics have just declared we will do, is 
because we adults – through the inaction which has created the pres-
ent desperate global situation – have forfeited the moral right to do 
anything else.
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why i say this civilisation is finished

This previously unpublished piece connects the book you’re reading with 
my previous book, co-authored with Sam Alexander, This Civilisation Is 
Finished (2018). That book, and my lecture of the same name given at 
Cambridge University on which the initial concept of it was based (a talk 
which went viral on YouTube in the early months of XR), have sometimes 
been misunderstood as ‘giving up’. As I set out here, nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth.

It has been a huge privilege to be involved with Extinction Rebellion. 
For the first time in years I feel a growing glimmer of hope for humanity. 
Finally, we are seeing a mass mobilisation of people who are not will-
ing to die quietly. An upwelling of people unafraid to call for the radical 
initiatives that we need to limit the scope of global overheating. As a 
spokesperson for Extinction Rebellion, I have been among those privi-
leged to put the case for the action of our rebels to those in the media 
and in government, as well as to the public. 

We need to be clear that there is no ‘safe’ level of warming of the 
planet. Even preventing 2 degrees (which is now almost unachievable) 
means the death of over 99% of the world’s coral reefs – permanently 
defacing the ecology of our planet – and probably means the end of 
ice in the northern hemisphere. The International Panel on Climate 
Change – which is still, contra popular belief, a relatively conservative 
body – is unambiguous in its latest report, ‘Global Warming of 1.5°C’, 
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that 2 degrees means the displacement of millions of people through 
desertification and flooding. It means a much greater frequency and a 
higher magnitude of the extreme weather events that are increasingly 
blighting the world. It means an increase in violence and war globally 
because of resource scarcity and hotter temperatures. It is violence: 2 
degrees is violence from the rich and stupid against the global masses. 
It means increased frequency of pandemic and pestilence, with greater 
threats to our health and the food supply we rely upon to nourish 
us. And because of the inherent unpredictability of the effects of 2 
degrees warming, it could expose us to a myriad of other threats that 
we cannot predict and that could be far worse than current models 
suggest.

This is why Extinction Rebellion’s actions are so important, and in par-
ticular why the call for net zero UK emissions by 2025 is vital. Our 
movement has been courageous by communicating with brutal hon-
esty exactly what is at stake over the climate emergency. There needs 
to be far more of this communication within the public sphere. 

In my recent book, This Civilisation is Finished,24 co-authored with 
Samuel Alexander, we attempt exactly this. We reject the ‘soft denial-
ism’ so often present in the mainstream discourse about the climate 
emergency. A discourse that seems cherry-picked to present what is 
actually ecological apocalypse in as palatable and unthreatening a way 
as possible. Instead, we have found that minds and hearts are only truly 
concentrated when the scale and enormity of the threat to human and 
non-human life is exposed in its unveiled magnitude. When this occurs, 
people stare the threat in the face, the fight-or-flight response is acti-
vated and – as there is nowhere to run – they become energised by 
the necessity to battle for the survival of themselves and their children. 

This is no exaggeration. The stakes of course are very, very high, 
because the climate crisis and the broader ecological emergency puts 
the whole of what we know as civilisation at risk. By ‘this civilisation’ I 

24 This Civilisation is Finished, Rupert Read and Samuel Alexander, Simplicity Institute, Melbourne, 
2019.
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mean the hegemonic civilisation of globalised industrial growth capital-
ism – sometimes called ‘Empire’ – which today governs the vast major-
ity of human life on Earth. 

As I see things, there are three broad possible futures that lie ahead: 

1. This civilisation could collapse utterly and terminally as a result 
of climatic instability (leading for instance to catastrophic food 
shortages as a probable mechanism of collapse), or possibly 
sooner than that, through nuclear war, pandemic,25 or finan-
cial collapse leading to mass civil breakdown. Any of these are 
likely to be precipitated in part by ecological/climate instability, 
as Darfur and Syria were. 

Or

2. This civilisation (we) will manage to seed a future successor- 
civilisation(s) as this one collapses.

Or 

3. This civilisation will somehow manage to transform itself deliber-
ately, radically, and rapidly, in an unprecedented manner, in time 
to avert collapse. 

The third option, the aim of XR, is by far the least likely, though the 
most desirable, simply because either of the other options will involve 
vast suffering and death on an unprecedented scale. In the case of (1), 
we are talking the extinction or near-extinction of humanity. In the case 
of (2) we are probably talking at minimum multiple megadeaths. But 
(2) would obviously be hugely preferable to (1), and thus the ultimate 
importance for us of getting our societies not only to mitigate but also 
to adapt, deeply.

25 This was written before the onset of Covid-19. This new coronavirus is a black swan in its 
specificity, but a white swan in terms of broad predictability. We always knew there would be 
a new mega-pandemic, especially given our witless destruction of biodiversity etc. The only 
question was exactly when, where, and what.
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The second option is very difficult to envisage clearly, but is, I now 
believe, very likely. Unless we are incredibly lucky or incredibly deter-
mined and brilliant (or more likely both) then we are facing, almost cer-
tainly, changes around the world which are going to bring an end to this 
civilisation. So we need to think about what comes after it. We need to 
think about it now, and we need to start to work towards it; because 
there are many sub-possibilities within possibility two, and some of 
them are very ugly.

One of the reasons Sam and I wrote our previous book was to talk 
about how we can prepare the way for (2). I think that there has 
been criminally little of that preparation to date. Virtually everyone in 
the broader environmental movement has been fixated on the third 
option, unwilling to consider anything less. I strongly believe now that 
that stance is no longer viable. And, encouragingly, I am not quite alone 
in that belief.

The first option might soon be as likely as the second. It leaves little to 
talk about.

Any of these three options will involve a transformation of such extreme 
magnitude that what emerges will no longer in any meaningful sense be 
this civilisation: the change will be the kind of extreme conceptual and 
existential magnitude that Thomas Kuhn, the philosopher who coined 
the term ‘paradigm shift’, calls ‘revolutionary’. Thus, one way or another, 
this civilisation is finished. It may well run in the air, suspended over the 
edge of a cliff, for a while longer. But it will then either crash to com-
plete chaos and catastrophe (Option 1); or seed something radically 
different from itself from within its dying body (Option 2); or some-
how get back to safety on the cliff-edge (Option 3). Managing to do the 
latter miraculous thing would involve such extraordinary and utterly 
unprecedented change, that what came back to safety would still no 
longer in any meaningful sense be this civilisation.

That, in short, is what I mean by saying that this civilisation is finished. 
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Extinction Rebellion is key to transforming the civilisation we have into 
something that will allow us to maintain human life either in the third 
option or in arming our global consciousness with the understanding of 
the need for Deep Adaptation in the face of the second option. 

If not, we are left only with terminal collapse.

I hope that this book, a kind of sequel to the previous book that Sam 
and I put together, and a book in which obviously I am discussing XR 
at some length, will help us in these difficult but necessary thought-
and-feeling processes. I hope that you, dear reader, will be willing to 
use all nonviolent means necessary to seek to avoid Option 1. Let’s 
end this failed civilisation wisely and voluntarily, not in chaos and ter-
minal collapse.
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dangerous anthropogenic climate 
change and deep adaptation

This piece was published in the Ecologist in February 2019.26 It draws 
upon and summarises an academic working paper, ‘So what is to be 
done?’,27 published as IFLAS’s Occasional Paper number 3 (Jem Bendell’s 
epochal ‘Deep Adaptation’ paper had been Occasional Paper number 2 in 
that series). The version published here has been edited to avoid repetition 
of matters already discussed.

I want to start out by addressing younger readers in particular, and 
what I have to say to you is stark. It is this: your leaders have failed you; 
your governments have failed you; your parents and their generation 
have failed you; your teachers have failed you; and I have failed you.

We have all failed to raise the alarm adequately, and so of course we have 
failed to prevent the dangerous climate change that is now here, and the 
worse climate change that is coming and that is definitely going to get a 
lot worse still – definitely, because of time-lags built into the system.

This crisis already shows our failure. For if we had been going to tackle 
this in such a way as to actually get a grip on it, we would have done so 
a generation ago – at minimum.

26 https://theecologist.org/2019/feb/08/climate-change-and-deep-adaptation 

27 http://lifeworth.com/IFLAS_OP_3_rr_whatistobedone.pdf 

https://theecologist.org/2019/feb/08/climate-change-and-deep-adaptation
http://lifeworth.com/IFLAS_OP_3_rr_whatistobedone.pdf
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True leadership

Roughly speaking, we would have elected Green or genuinely green-
friendly, non-growth-obsessed governments everywhere in the world 
a generation ago and they would have done things that were quite 
unpalatable to a lot of us. That would have been true leadership.

But of course, nothing remotely like this happened. So now we’re in a 
real last chance saloon. The globally hegemonic civilisation of which we 
are all a part is in an endgame. Those who wanted to preserve it have 
already definitively failed.

Because of that failure, I’m afraid for you, reader, especially if you are 
younger than me (I’m 52). I fear that some of you are unlikely to 
grow old.

We’ve gambled too much on succeeding in preventing or at least miti-
gating anthropogenic dangerous climate change and the anthropogenic 
extinction crisis because we were unwilling to face up to the alterna-
tive. But the alternative is not as simple as an instantaneous end of life 
would be. ‘The’ alternative is in truth complex, multiform. It involves 
many possible variants of ‘unthinkably’ horrendous, bad – and even (in 
some respects) good.

Transformational adaptation

Most crucially, there is a huge difference between the various versions 
of complete irrecoverable societal/species collapse, on the one hand, 
and the rise of a successor civilisation(s) out of the wreckage of this 
one, on the other.

We have to be willing to think this – and face it. Which means that we 
have to look beyond mitigation alone; we have to get serious about 
the processes of transformational adaptation and deep adaptation that 
are now necessary. 
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We cannot continue to avoid the vast effort necessary in attempting to 
adapt our communities to cope with our changed and changing world. 
Not least because the time-lags built into the climate system mean that, 
even in the extraordinarily unlikely event that we manage to stop mas-
sively damaging our climate further, it is bound to deteriorate further 
for a long time to come.

The only way that our civilisation might appear to persist is if we 
manage to transform it beyond recognition. But that transformed 
civilisation would then in no meaningful sense be the same civilisa-
tion as ours. 

It would be radically relocalised, degrowthist, energy-descended; it 
would have ended consumerism and foregrounded ecology; it would 
have re-learnt indigenous and peasant wisdom and left behind most of 
the wrong turn of industrial capitalism; in short, it would probably be 
as different from our present world as we are from the world before 
the industrial revolution.

Irrevocable changes

The great task that now lies ahead of us is the work of taking seri-
ously the effort of adaptation to our irrevocably changed world. Deep 
Adaptation, as discussed in the previous chapter, means adaptation pre-
mised upon collapse. And it has to be faced plainly that such collapse 
is likely. 

For instance, how many more summers like the one of 2018 can we 
take? In my own neck of the woods, in Norfolk, many crop yields were 
massively down. And this is while we deal with the effects of only 1 
degree of global over-heat. What will things be like when we reach 2 
degrees, or even 3, which is now a realistic expectation?
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Extinction?: Rebellion…

I have argued (see Chapter 4) that Jem Bendell’s claim that we face 
‘inevitable’, ‘near-term’ social collapse is not valid. But we must bend our 
wills to Deep Adaptation, as an insurance policy against the likelihood, 
nevertheless, of collapse. And to transformational adaptation, adapta-
tion that seeks simultaneously to mitigate and to transform our society 
in the direction it desperately needs to change. The latter points, too, 
towards the hope for that transformation, a hope that remains, even in 
the darkness of this time.

Insofar as human beings are willing to wake up and to look the dark 
reality of climate crisis in the eye, so we rise up to meet it. That is true 
courage. That is still at the heart of the task now upon us. A task that 
Extinction Rebellion is leading the way towards.
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how climate grief may yet be the 
making of us

I was asked to contribute this piece to The Conversation28 in August 
2019 at the sombre moment of the first recorded ‘death’ of a glacier in 
Iceland, which the people of that country, famously aware of their own his-
tory and identity, wisely decided to mark. This article makes the case that 
grief comes from love, and that grief can motivate; that climate grief (and 
eco-grief more generally), therefore may be our best chance of coming to 
do enough. As we in XR are desperately seeking to do.

Congratulations to the Icelandic people, a people who have held on 
fiercely to a sense of their heritage and cultural identity during times 
when other cultures have been too ready to let these go. What is the 
latest example of this pride in heritage? Iceland has commemorated 
the loss of the Okjökull glacier with a poignant plaque. This is radically 
new. And it is something we will encounter more often, tragically, in the 
hot new world we have created: an awareness and commemoration 
of the parts of nature that our climate-recklessness has eliminated. We 
might see this plaque as a potent example of an emerging phenome-
non: climate grief.

28 https://theconversation.com/iceland-is-mourning-a-dead-glacier-how-grieving-over-ecological-
destruction-can-help-us-face-the-climate-crisis-122071 

https://theconversation.com/iceland-is-mourning-a-dead-glacier-how-grieving-over-ecological-destruction-can-help-us-face-the-climate-crisis-122071
https://theconversation.com/iceland-is-mourning-a-dead-glacier-how-grieving-over-ecological-destruction-can-help-us-face-the-climate-crisis-122071
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Before I delve into the nature of our grief at our decimation of nature, 
a decimation that threatens now to end our civilisation, let me rehearse 
the philosophy of ‘ordinary’ grief, as typified by grief at the death of a 
loved one.29

Grief is how love survives loss. Grief is a reaction of pain and even out-
rage against the ripping of someone (or something) precious from out 
of one’s lived world, the tearing of the very fabric of that world.

Our very world has to change for us to accommodate the death of 
a loved one, and for us in due course to emerge from grief. Denial in 
this context, correctly understood, is not necessarily an irrational or 
delusive belief; it is rather the initial form of (highly painful) transition 
from one lived world to another. If there is in due course to be com-
plete acceptance, then, strange as it sounds to say it, there must first 
be some denial. For only some such denial points adequately towards 
the extreme depth of the loss in question. The loss being so extreme, 
denial is tacitly a way of acknowledging its full depth: the lost one was 
part of the ground of one’s very world, rather than a substitutable ele-
ment in it. 

Denial need not then be the opposite of acceptance; it is a potent tran-
sitional means to it. (One might say, instead: the true opposite of accep-
tance is professed indifference.)

Grief radically differs in its logic from (ordinary) sadness over a loss. 
If an acquaintance dies, or if a loved object is lost, this does not imply 
the need for one to construct a new or renewed ‘world’ in response. 
Deep grief by contrast amounts to a deformation of one’s lifeworld. 
Metaphorically, one might describe it as having a hole punched into (or 
ripped out of) one’s lived world. That is why, unlike some small sadness, 
grief necessitates a transformed lifeworld: to somehow repair or live 
with that hole.

29 For more detail on such grief, see my https://medium.com/@GreenRupertRead/what-is-grief-
a-personal-and-philosophical-answer-d83d7f288c96 .

https://medium.com/@GreenRupertRead/what-is-grief-a-personal-and-philosophical-answer-d83d7f288c96
https://medium.com/@GreenRupertRead/what-is-grief-a-personal-and-philosophical-answer-d83d7f288c96
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As it is experienced, then, when it really is experienced, grief is not the 
removal of one object among others from the world; rather, the entire 
character or form of the world is altered. To put this in a ‘gestalt’ meta-
phor: it is a change not in figure but in ground. Sadness is a figure on a 
world with a secure taken-for-granted ground. Grief involves rather the 
reconfiguring of the ground itself (which takes time).

Grief springs from the depth of our interconnectedness, which could 
even be called our internal relatedness with one another, or our col-
lective wholeness. Grieving arises because, contrary to the ideology of 
our liberal individualist society, we are not detached from one another.

In grieving, what one does is acknowledge the rip, the tear in that world 
that the loved one’s passing made.

This helps us to understand the less venal forms of climate-denial. It 
helps us understand, that is, why some feeling, decent, and intelligent 
people are for a long time tempted into its post-truth absurdities. For 
denial, properly understood, is a part of grieving; in that it is far too 
crude to think that losing a person who was very close to one is simply 
a loss of one substitutable element in the lifeworld. Such loss rather 
threatens and qualitatively alters one’s lifeworld. Similarly, it is in a cer-
tain sense unimaginable, even absurd, to think of us destroying our very 
climate. That climate is not one substitutable element in the lifeworld. It 
is its very ground. No wonder people resist, deny. 

To get beyond such denial requires you to remake your very world.

Denial in such a case is, then, the not-altogether-unreasonable resis-
tance to such devastating loss as I’ve described; the motivated rebel-
lion against it. It is not believable that one has lost the person; it is too 
awful; the world one took oneself to be securely part of would have 
to be radically different, in order for one to have done so. This denial 
may, at first, take the form of a temptation towards out-and-out dis-
belief; then perhaps of ghostly or spectral presences (the lost loved 
one is present in their absence); then perhaps of a continued pattern 
sometimes of more and more sporadic thinking and hoping as if the 
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person is still alive. The lifeworld one inhabits in such ways resists the 
absence of the non-substitutable one. Similarly, it isn’t surprising that 
so many people have been desperately hoping that the science must 
somehow be wrong, or acting as if we can still hope for the continu-
ation of our same old world; while burning fossil fuels like there’s no 
tomorrow. 

It requires strength to gradually turn denial into acceptance and to 
build a new life.

How, though, do climate grief and extinction grief differ from grief at 
the loss of a loved one?

When we ‘lose’ a species or an ecosystem or some previously-tak-
en-for-granted part of our future, it’s actually been murdered (‘lost’ 
is a euphemism). Thus, woke eco-grief is typically angry as well as dis-
traught. It resembles the grief of someone close to a murder victim.

But there is a difference even from that case. Climate grief and grief 
over the degradation of our beautiful natural world never lessen, let 
alone go away. Because these emergencies will define our entire life-
time, and at present (and without doubt for a long time to come, 
because of the time-lags in the system) are still getting worse.

Thus, while a healthy reaction to grief over a lost loved one is to grieve 
deeply and then gradually to ‘recover’, there is no ‘recovery’ from eco-
logical grief. 

The only recovery from it that is possible at all is for us to change the 
world such that it no longer keeps deteriorating.

This is how eco-grief, grief at the tearing from us of what we love and 
are not willing to do without, leads into radical eco-action. When we 
finally allow ourselves to face the full terrible reality of what our spe-
cies is doing to our home and our kin and our very future, then, to 
avoid getting stuck in depression or despair (which are understandable 
responses), there is no alternative but to struggle. And given how far 
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gone we are now, because we allowed denial to rule for so long, that 
surely means: to rebel. 

This is how grief expresses and powers the love that is the one thing 
that might yet save our future from being – to vary Orwell – a boot 
stamping on the faces of all beings, humans included, forever, until per-
haps there are few or no such beings left.

There is a vast mental health crisis coming. Those suffering from eco-
grief – including, probably, those in Iceland who were willing, at Okjökull, 
to face the pain of the loss of the very thing that gives their culture 
its name – are in the vanguard of it. This crisis – a pandemic of grief, 
depression, and worse that will rise in intensity as the world’s citizens 
wake up to the slow death-march that their ‘leaders’ and the world’s 
rich and powerful more generally are laying on for them – may yet, 
however, be the making of us. For what powers rebellion is facing 
the terrible truth of the decaying future we have manufactured; what 
enables us to face up to that truth, after we work through denial and 
depression, is our grief; and that, because grief is an expression, above 
all, of a profound love. 
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an open letter to david wallace-
wells: how the uninhabitable 
earth may be too optimistic

David Wallace-Wells’s important book The Uninhabitable Earth attracted 
some criticism for being too ‘negative’. This piece, written in response to 
that book, was co-authored with Jem Bendell and John Foster (author of 
After Sustainability). We published it in The Ecologist shortly before the 
April Rebellion in 2019,30 and our argument was the opposite: that the 
book was too ‘positive’. That even Wallace-Wells was not looking deeply 
enough into the dark reality of our predicament, and that only by doing 
so do we make it possible for us to despair, to grieve, to re-energise, to 
realise that we have very little to lose – and to rise up.

It should be noted that when we spoke of geoengineering here, we meant 
both Solar Radiation Management (SRM) and Carbon Dioxide Removal 
(CDR) technologies. The reason why so-called Negative Emissions 
Technologies (NETs) have been rebranded recently as not-geoengineer-
ing is precisely because geoengineering has come to have such a bad rep: 
and that bad rep is in my opinion justified.31 So we did not mean in this 

30 https://theecologist.org/2019/apr/04/open-letter-david-wallace-wells 

31 This is laid out in detail in my chapter on all this in the Green House book ‘Facing Up to 
Climate Reality’ (which was referenced, via John Foster’s review, in our Ecologist piece). That 
chapter can be accessed at https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/uploads/4/8/3/2/48324387/
fucr_foster_chapter_6_updated.pdf .

https://theecologist.org/2019/apr/04/open-letter-david-wallace-wells
https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/uploads/4/8/3/2/48324387/fucr_foster_chapter_6_updated.pdf
https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/uploads/4/8/3/2/48324387/fucr_foster_chapter_6_updated.pdf
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piece to imply that Wallace-Wells was backing SRM (which he does not); 
‘only’ that his backing for CDR (aka NETs) could still be quite dangerous.

The more fundamental point we sought to make here concerned the use 
by Wallace-Wells of the concept of ‘engineering’ in a much broader sense 
to encompass solutioneering/mitigation as a sole means of extricating us 
from the road to climate catastrophe. For that is an area in which he is 
significantly more optimistic than the three of us. We believe that a miti-
gation-focused approach is not honest – not truthful – enough, and that 
movements like XR need to tell the truth more fully about the extent to 
which adaptation now must be attempted.

This ‘Open Letter’ did indeed begin a useful dialogue with Wallace-Wells, 
including in person at a public event at the XR Tent at the Byline Festival, 
in August 2019, where we found ourselves in even more agreement than 
we had previously realised.

Dear David, 

As a trio of British academics who think and write about dangerous 
anthropogenic climate change, we have been impressed by your new 
book, The Uninhabitable Earth: A Story of the Future.32

This already best-selling book, like the viral article in New York Magazine 
from which it grew, states with passion and eloquence the hard truths 
of our current global plight. Far from being irresponsibly alarmist, as 
some have alleged, your straight look at oncoming disaster offers a vital 
stimulus to realistic understanding and action. 

We are so pleased that your book is receiving the mass attention it 
deserves, and is thereby making the very real risk of an unprecedented 
climate breakdown and consequent societal collapse comprehensible 
to the general public. 

32 A Guardian review of the book appears here: https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/
feb/17/david-wallace-wells-uninhabitable-earth-review

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/feb/17/david-wallace-wells-uninhabitable-earth-review
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/feb/17/david-wallace-wells-uninhabitable-earth-review
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Against geoengineering
As one of us has stated in a published review,33 however, we also fear 
that your book may lead people to believe that the unprecautionary 
deployment of geoengineering is the answer to our predicament. 

We are unconvinced by your claim that because we engineered this 
mess, so we must be able to engineer an escape from it. While that may 
be a neat journalistic turn of phrase, it is a logical nonsense. 

Dangerous climate change was not intentionally engineered by human-
ity. The self-reinforcing feedbacks that are further heating our world 
show us how the complex living system of Planet Earth is beyond 
direct human control. So, we have no precedent for humanity inten-
tionally engineering global change. 

We understand you may wish to offer your readers some hope. 
However, your argument offers a continuing licence for the hubris 
which has led humanity into climate-peril in the first place.

You point out that since ‘a decarbonised economy, a perfectly renew-
able energy system, a reimagined system of agriculture and perhaps 
even a meatless planet’ are in principle possible, we have ‘all the tools 
we need’ to stop tragedy in its tracks. And yet that would require us, as 
you also sardonically note, to rebuild the world’s infrastructure entirely 
in less time than it took New York City to build three new stops on a 
subway line. 

Deep Adaptation 
It is dangerous to hang on to such an unrealistic hope while not making 
adequate preparations for the likelihood that it will prove groundless. 

Really facing up to climate reality, by contrast, means giving up all hope 
of solutions – without giving up on hope itself. 

33 https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/the-uninhabitable-earth.html

https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/the-uninhabitable-earth.html
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Instead of fantasies of one-world command-and-control salvation, 
we believe that The Uninhabitable Earth should wake us all up to the 
need for what one of us has recently and influentially named a ‘Deep 
Adaptation agenda’. 

This involves building resilience, both physical and psychological, learning 
to relinquish long-held beliefs and aspirations (such as that of uninter-
rupted ‘progress’), and the attempted restoration of attitudes and prac-
tices which our carbon-fuelled way of life has so dangerously eroded. 

Such an approach, while recognising the certainty that the civilisa-
tion which has brought us to this pass is finished, accepts also that we 
cannot know in advance what fine human and societal possibilities may 
emerge from the crucible of this very recognition.

Transformative change 
The irony of your starkly-titled book is that it ends up being, from our 
perspective, too ‘optimistic’. This may blind readers to the greatest new 
need now: for Deep Adaptation – that is, for accepting that some kind 
of eco-induced societal collapse is now not merely possible, but likely, 
and preparing honestly for it; for recognising that – while it is absolutely 
vital to continue to seek to mitigate our society’s climate-deadly emis-
sions – the time is past when it was credible to fixate on doing this 
while ignoring the increasingly urgent need for Deep Adaptation.

What we draw, and should like others to draw, from your urgently nec-
essary book is a difficult but – we believe – genuinely realistic message 
of hope. 

It is not that acknowledging the hard truths which you present so 
starkly might still enable us to avoid climate disaster. It is now probably 
too late for that, as in practice you so clearly demonstrate. Rather, it 
is the hope that through accepting the inevitability of such disaster for 
our present civilisation, we may yet find our way to genuinely transfor-
mative change, capable of avoiding terminal catastrophe for humanity 
and the biosphere. 
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The sooner we realise that humanity won’t have a Hollywood ending 
to human-triggered dangerous climate change, the more chance we 
have to avoid ours becoming a true horror story.

We invite you to think with us about what facing up to climate reality 
now really means, and in particular to enter into the Deep Adaptation 
agenda. 
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telling the truth: the implications 
of xr’s demand 1

Thanks chiefly to the heroic efforts of over 1000 arrested Rebels, the April 
2019 Rebellion in London achieved astounding success in terms of a public 
consciousness breakthrough. In my role as part of XR’s Political Liaison 
unit, I requested a formal meeting between XR and the UK Government. 
Michael Gove, the Environment Secretary, agreed to meet with us. Greta 
Thunberg sealed the deal by getting him to agree to it publicly . 

With assistance from XR colleagues, including Jem Bendell, I prepared 
this document for that meeting. It is previously unpublished and its fairly 
raw style left mostly intact. Our team included Clare Farrell, Sam Knights, 
and Farhana Yamin (Chair). The meeting,34 attracted the interest of much 
broadcast media, and set the scene for the debate in parliament the next 
day. To the surprise of many, Gove and the government did not oppose 
Labour’s motion that day for the declaration of a Climate and Environment 
Emergency. This declaration was non-binding but represented the first 
national move toward XR’s Demand 1: to tell the truth.

34 A full video record of the meeting can be viewed here: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=EMGqP5rP8v8

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EMGqP5rP8v8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EMGqP5rP8v8
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Telling the truth about Britain’s record on 
climate: let’s stop lying with statistics

In a statement to the House of Commons responding to the April 
Rebellion, Claire Perry claimed that the UK has been a world leader 
on climate.35 Central to Perry’s case for this claim was her specific claim, 
a very widespread one with which the Climate Change Committee 
is complicit, that Britain is a ‘world leader’ because our climate-deadly 
carbon dioxide emissions have allegedly fallen by around 40% since 1990.

Perry uses the word ‘territorial’ to describe UK emissions in this con-
text. However, that word conceals the massive and rising emissions 
produced by air travel, shipping, and the manufacturing of products we 
buy from countries such as China.

When those emissions are included, UK emissions have hardly dropped 
since 1990.36 And, because our contribution in this country to these 
three areas is larger than that of many other countries, we then sud-
denly look no better than many other countries (all of which, like us, 
are way short of where they need to be to avoid civilisational collapse 
in short order).

We want to urge this government to begin telling the truth on emis-
sions. No UK government ever has. If the present government were to 
admit that, on a full accounting, Britain’s emissions have dropped little 
since 1990, and that our record, on this accounting, is not very different 
from that of a number of other ‘developed’ countries, that would be a 
huge step forward towards Demand 1, of telling the truth. That would 
be the first step of true leadership in regard to climate.

Messaging around climate does not have to be ‘optimistic’. In fact, mes-
saging around climate that tells the truth about our justified feelings 
of fear and grief as we face this existential crisis has made the world’s 

35 https://www.theyworkforyou.com/debates/?id=2019-04-23a.600.10 

36 https://kevinanderson.info/blog/
capricious-foes-big-sister-high-carbon-plutocrats-irreverent-musings-from-katowices-cop24/ 

https://www.theyworkforyou.com/debates/?id=2019-04-23a.600.10
https://kevinanderson.info/blog/capricious-foes-big-sister-high-carbon-plutocrats-irreverent-musings-from-katowices-cop24/
https://kevinanderson.info/blog/capricious-foes-big-sister-high-carbon-plutocrats-irreverent-musings-from-katowices-cop24/


59

12. Telling the Truth: The Implications of XR’s Demand 1

greatest ever climate mobilisation, over the last two weeks, an incred-
ible success. 

In this foundational case of the emissions stats, then, telling the truth 
means sea, air, and embodied emissions must all be included in headline 
UK climate data going forward. Doing so would remove the basis for 
the dangerous complacency caused by the misleading message that we 
are ‘world leaders’ on climate action. It would also undercut the highly 
dubious meme, which discourages climate action here, that ‘China’s 
emissions matter far more than ours do’, because in this regard we are 
China. If we hadn’t offshored so many emissions to China, then much 
air and shipping emissions would have been saved, and less-energy-ef-
ficient industry in China wouldn’t have been encouraged.

Telling the truth about the dire threat we face: 
declaring climate emergency meaningfully

In the same statement to the Commons, responding to a request to 
declare a ‘climate emergency’, Perry said, ‘I don’t know what that would 
entail’. This statement can be read as an invitation, which XR can answer:

Our interpretation of declaring ‘climate emergency’ is that it is some-
thing that needs declaring by government, in direct address to the 
British people, and needs filling out in such a way as to make it mean-
ingful. A whole-Britain-vision is needed, a war-time-style mobilisation. 
No one minister, however forward-looking or open-minded, can own 
this declaration. (Thus we ask for the declaration to be brought to 
Cabinet.)

The government should declare a climate emergency that requires quar-
terly COBRA-style meetings of the prime minister and key Cabinet min-
isters to track progress towards net zero emissions. Furthermore, the 
targets in the Climate Change Act need to be made annual or at most 
biennial, not five-yearly. And the Treasury Green Book needs to be made 
green, with this and more in mind. (We also need to talk about the 
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biodiversity emergency; about the heart-rending and deeply worrying 
fact that we have wiped out about 50% of wildlife in the last fifty years.)

Telling the truth about the climate and biodiversity emergencies 
changes everything – it changes how we approach health, national 
security, emergency-planning, infrastructure and transport, water. The 
most crucial example of all, though, is food. Climate emergency means 
the very real risk that, before long, we will not have enough food to 
sustain ourselves.

Telling the truth about looming food insecurity

The climate emergency that we want the government to acknowl-
edge means many things. But what it means most urgently for the 
UK is potential food emergency. As temperatures rise and weather 
becomes chaotic, our crops (may) get baked and broken. This is urgent, 
existential as a threat for us in this country, because we are one of the 
countries in the world most lacking in food sovereignty. Unlike some 
countries, we do not face a dire threat of water shortage in the coming 
years of climate chaos. But we are likely to face real food insecurity.

Everyone can see that the weather is getting more and more weird. In 
the UK we had loads of sunshine this past summer, which many citizens 
experienced as a pleasure. But those heatwaves also hurt our harvests 
and pushed up prices. Unlike Spain, for example, Britain’s agriculture is 
nearly all rain-fed and open to the elements (as is most of northern 
Europe). Soil depletion, a topic on which Gove has been encourag-
ingly vociferous, will profoundly affect our capacity to grow food. Our 
weather is set to get weirder and more extreme still. This is all very bad 
news for the farmers here and abroad who grow our food. 

Anyone who has tended to a garden or an allotment knows that even 
a brief spell of hot or cold weather at the wrong time can ruin seed-
lings. This is what we’re now seeing globally as our weather gets more 
and more extreme. It will take only an annual sequence of individual 
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extreme weather events in Europe, India, China, and North America to 
disrupt the global supply of wheat, maize, and rice. Our children need 
those calories. Will we be able to feed them three times a day? 

The UK government isn’t preparing Britain for the weird weather that’s 
already disrupting our food supply. What if Europe experiences a few 
more hot summers in a row? Will we be able to import the extra 
we need from Asia and North America? Are we left to pray that the 
extreme weather leaves other parts of the world alone? If there’s the 
slightest risk we won’t be able to feed our families three meals a day, 
then the government must wake up, come clean, and act now. They 
should be protecting our children from the threat of hunger by ensuring 
the country can feed itself despite the impact of extreme weather here 
and abroad. Emergency investment in extreme weather-resistant food 
production is needed, plus preparation for unprecedented drought; 
appropriate crop diversification; drip-irrigation, and more.

And, of course, we need courageous cuts to carbon emissions, and an 
urgent summit on saving what’s left of the Arctic ice-cap, so we have a 
chance to calm down the crazy weather.

There is a lot of information out now on the impacts of the 2018 
weather on northern European agriculture, averaging 30% declines in 
output across grains and vegetables. Key is that this was across the 
northern hemisphere, not just in one or two countries, raising the 
potential of ‘multi-bread-basket failure’.

The reasons are clear : lower temperature differentials between the 
Arctic and further south slows the jet stream, makes it wavy, and 
messes with the Arctic vortex, which splits into two, the two processes 
meaning we see extremes of weather. It is inevitable we will see more 
of this, as seventeen of the hottest years on record have been in the 
last eighteen years. We are seeing the slowest regrowth of ice ever 
recorded for this time of year, so the Arctic will be even warmer from 
now on; and thus more wild weather in Europe is coming. The coming 
years will often be like 2018 or more weird. 
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In the UK we have four months of global grain reserves. Our global 
economy can’t take a hit of a reduction of supply of more than 30% for 
more than a couple of years before we have less grains-based foods 
in our mouths than we need for basic feeding. In addition, even before 
then prices will take grain-based foods out of the mouths of the poor.

To sum up: The fundamental fact about Britain in this context is that we 
cannot feed ourselves, even now. It is not credible to assume that we 
will be able to import vast quantities of food forever in a world expe-
riencing increasing climate shocks. 

The government needs to lead on ensuring that we have food for the 
future. Government needs to tell the truth about this threat – and start 
an urgent programme of climate adaptation. The country will not go 
along with such a programme with the speed required unless there is 
honesty about the threat.
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CHAPTER 13 

truth and its consequences:  
a memo to fellow rebels on  
smart strategy 37

I wrote this pamphlet as an oblique response to Roger Hallam’s splendid 
pamphlet-book ‘Common Sense for the 21st Century’. My own pamphlet 
confesses my massively pleasant surprise that the April 2019 Rebellion 
succeeded as well as it did, but argues that we cannot expect the same 
success if we simply repeat the same actions. We have to change up, and 
target those elements of the system that must change in order for there 
to be overall change of a sufficient magnitude.38 This pamphlet enjoyed a 
largely positive response from the movement: see, e.g., chapters 16 and 17.

This condensed pamphlet seeks to tell the unvarnished truth about 
Extinction Rebellion past, present, and future, and, in doing so, to confront 
some difficult ‘home truths’ about the task that lies ahead. If we confront 
those truths, we may yet succeed in our wildest and grandest dreams. 

We will soon be at the stage of our struggle where the focus shifts 
from seeking agreement from government, media, business, and 

37 My colleagues in the XR Political Circle have kindly helped in discussing this document with 
me and helping to disseminate it, but its content is my responsibility alone; some of my col-
leagues don’t agree with some points in it! I’m grateful to Sarah Kingdom Nicolls for heavy 
editing of this pamphlet, and to Adam Woodhall for some genius storytelling tips. 

38 Further detailed support for this claim can be found in Section 2 of the Appendix to this book. 
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citizens that there is a climate and ecological emergency, to realising 
that if the emergency is going to be meaningfully tackled on the scale 
and timescale that we are calling for, relatively rapid changes in every-
one’s lives and institutions must take place. When that penny drops, 
we in XR are going to have to be even smarter in our tactics and 
strategy. By then, support for us from the wider public is no longer 
going to be ‘cost-free’ for them. A key focus of this pamphlet is sug-
gesting what navigating that shift must mean for us. A key claim I make 
is that our struggle is different from and in fact much harder than 
those we have been inspired by – the Indian independence move-
ment, the civil rights movement, etc. – because we have to change 
the entire system. A key implication I draw is that we need to tell and 
show the general public (by our actions, by what we ‘target’) that the 
chief burden of that change will fall upon those with huge unearned 
incomes: the rich and powerful elite.

Telling the whole truth

It’s time the whole truth is told.

XR’s first demand is for government to tell the truth about the grav-
ity of the climate and ecological emergency. Part of how XR has suc-
ceeded so far is by way of us helping to break the climate silence, 
daring to be truthful about the imminence of potential societal collapse 
as a result of ecological collapse, and being willing to be emotional and 
not just factual about this. 

We must be aware, however, of the potential perception that if our 
demands are met, then everything will be OK. No. As earlier chapters 
of this book have made clear, everything is not going to be OK. Our 
climate seems already to be spiralling out of our reach and the sixth 
extinction crisis is well underway. Climate disasters are coming, inevita-
bly; and the climate situation will worsen for at least a generation, prob-
ably far longer, whatever we do, because of the time-lags built into the 
climate system. 
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We have to be honest about this grim truth. While we need to focus 
on prevention/mitigation (on our zero carbon target), our focus is even 
more critically required on adaptation: both transformative and deep. 
Truly understanding the scope of the climate and ecological emergency 
confronting us requires us to think and act more deeply than we ever 
have before. We need to be big enough to face climate reality in toto, 
in this way.

Don’t get me wrong: I love Demand 2. In particular, XR’s demand for 
the UK to go carbon-neutral by 2025 is an ‘impossible demand’. It is 
completely politically ‘unrealistic’. That, to me, is its great virtue. For 
XR exists to make the ‘politically unrealistic’ realistic – through a mas-
sive shift of consciousness and of will. This demand evinces starkly the 
extreme gravity and rapidity of the societal change we have to make. 
But it would be a very, very brave activist who would bet on it being 
achieved! And what that implies is: we have to start taking seriously 
the need to try to adapt to the worsening ecological situation that we 
and our children are almost certainly going to inherit even if we achieve 
most of our goals.

So, our rebellion must be as much about trying to create the seeds for 
something better to come out of the likely wreckage of this civilisa-
tion, as it must be about one last desperate push to change this civili-
sation into something ecologically viable without suffering catastrophic 
collapse first. We will experience enormous benefits if we radically 
re-localise, rebuild community, become less hyper-mobile and more 
energy-descended (i.e., less energy dependent), and so on, but, tragi-
cally, we need to think as much about the chance of achieving that after 
a collapse as to prevent a collapse. 

Taking stock in late Summer 2019: What XR has 
achieved so far

The global situation is desperate. This is not a series of ‘protests’. This 
is a rebellion. We are in rebellion against a government that cannot 



66

Extinction Rebellion: Insights from the Inside

be conceived of as legitimate while it is committing its citizens to an 
unprecedented mass-suicide. When the 2019 April Rebellion launched, 
very few people thought it would succeed in the ways it did. I certainly 
didn’t (I hoped it would, but I didn’t believe it would). When I went onto 
the streets of London on 15 April and saw how few of us there were, 
just a few thousand across the whole city, I thought: It’s not enough, the 
media will be ferocious to us, and the police will be rid of us within 
three days.

Well, the media were ferocious to us – for those first few days. But as 
we managed to hang on (by the very skin of our teeth, on Waterloo 
Bridge, and through extraordinary determination in waves of rebels 
at Parliament Square and Oxford Circus), as the police struggled to 
master the situation (or sometimes seemed not really to have their 
hearts fully in the job), day after day, our message started to get out 
there. The public mood started to shift. Swiftly. 

We saw great determined willingness on the part of those arrested to 
make that sacrifice, and great emotional resonance – great truth-telling 
and story-telling – from arrestables and from spokespeople, and from 
our remarkable media team. Disruption helps makes the phenomenon 
real: it gets talked about and it becomes urgent to resolve. At a deeper 
level, people feel involved by the disruption. They feel as if they matter. 
The feeling of annoyance at being disrupted then has the opportu-
nity to evolve into a feeling of respect for the disruptors, or at least of 
respect for the sacrifice and heartfelt message. 

This is how we won in April,39 combined with some luck, good weather 
(including a couple of unseasonably hot days that made our points for 
us), good timing of the Attenborough Climate Change: The Facts docu-
mentary, a widespread desire to have a chance to talk for once about 
something other than Brexit, and of course Greta Thunberg’s visit to 
London and her declaration of support for us. 

39 For more detail, see https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/f/
we-could-get-20000-or-30000-people-willing-take-direct-action-streets

https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/f/we-could-get-20000-or-30000-people-willing-take-direct-action-streets
https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/f/we-could-get-20000-or-30000-people-willing-take-direct-action-streets
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On the Wednesday of the first week of the April Rebellion, we were 
still being pilloried by the media; by the Wednesday of the second week, 
an avalanche of change had come, including such extraordinary devel-
opments as a letter in The Times from business leaders supporting XR, 
and a major Telegraph op-ed by William Hague. A week later the XR 
Political Strategy team was having useful meetings with the Mayor of 
London, the Shadow Chancellor, and the Environment Secretary; and, 
incredibly, a motion declaring a Climate and Environment Emergency 
passed the House of Commons unopposed. Meanwhile, opinion polls 
showed, unprecedentedly, a massive majority of the public believing 
there is a climate emergency, declaring that they would vote differently 
because of that emergency, and ‘the environment’ shooting up the pub-
lic’s agenda. Proof positive of our success.

Furthermore, incredibly, Theresa May legislated for a carbon-net-zero 
target. There was simply no chance that this would have happened as 
recently as Easter 2019; the Rebellion made politically thinkable what 
before had seemed ‘extreme’. Sure, the government’s 2050 target is 
way too late, the government is still not telling the truth about our 
responsibility for the carbon-deadly GHG emissions that Britain causes 
through air and sea travel and through consumption emissions (aka 
embodied emissions), the scheme includes awful carbon offsets, and it 
contains a get-out clause if other countries do not legislate similarly. But 
it is nonetheless a historic and substantial advance. 

Again incredibly, six Parliamentary Select Committees have united to 
create a kind of Citizens’ Assembly to look at the crisis. Sure, the assem-
bly they are creating has no legislative power, will meet for too short a 
time, and is unlikely to be asked about hitting carbon net zero by 2025; 
but it is still a historic and substantial result. We did this. Mass civil dis-
obedience and nonviolent direct action work. 

We basically won the first round of this struggle, XR 1.0. 

In the next stage, we can expect greater numbers to gather in support 
and potentially to join us in nonviolent direct action. But we can also 
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expect things to get harder. Because, as I’ve already noted, when atten-
tion starts to really shift from our Demand 1 to our Demand 2 – when 
people start to take seriously that serious action could be taken as a 
result of our NVDAs – then public support for our goals will no longer 
be a free lunch. This pamphlet focuses henceforth on negotiating that 
tough transition.

Active hope

So, let’s tell the truth. We need government to declare an emergency, 
and to follow up that declaration with a massive truthful public infor-
mation campaign and then to act accordingly: e.g., starting with moving 
swiftly to ban coal mining, ban fracking, slap duties on imported carbon, 
stop all airport expansion, and so forth. Demand 2 is obviously unat-
tainable if we continue to move in the wrong direction as a country.

Demands 1 and 2 would require the prime minister to address the 
British people, acknowledging that things will still continue to get worse 
for a long time to come, that a long Blitz spirit and ‘wartime mobilisa-
tion’ will be needed to cope with this, and that massive resources need 
to be devoted to adaptation, as insurance in case of failure. Specifically, 
it would mean fessing up in increasing detail to the likelihood of food 
and water shortages and dire weather disasters in years to come. 
Britain cannot feed itself; our food position is chronically unwise and 
precarious.

Only once all this honesty is flooding our society can we realistically 
hope to actually triumph in the implementation of our demands. 

Our coming leap into the unknown

The great success of our April Rebellion might incline one to think that 
we can simply carry on following the tried and tested pattern of how 
past mass nonviolent revolutions succeeded. But one of the main bur-
dens of this pamphlet is to suggest that that would be a serious mistake.



69

13. Truth and its Consequences: A Memo to Fellow Rebels on Smart Strategy

The task XR is engaged in is truly historically unique, unprecedented in 
scale and timescale. 

Unlike the suffragettes, the civil rights movement, and the Indian inde-
pendence movement, this is not a struggle to enfranchise excluded 
people. Women and black people could be accommodated into the 
existing system; in this way, the task of the suffragettes and of the civil 
rights movement, while hard, was do-able. But we want – need – to 
rapidly change the entire economic, social, and political system; within 
years, not decades. 

Social science can tell us relatively little from now on. We in XR like to 
cite Erica Chenoweth’s research about how NVDA can bring about 
regime change with the active support of only 3.5% of populations. 
But it should be borne firmly in mind that this has never occurred in a 
Western industrial ‘democracy’, let alone with the issues of climate and 
ecology taking centre stage.

Bringing people with us

We want our three demands to become law. Such transformation will 
mean that many economic interests get challenged or indeed ended. 
When it starts to impact people’s lives for more than a few days’ worth 
of disruption – when it affects jobs, what foods and products people 
are able to buy, or the ease of long journeys – then we will have to go 
to a whole new level in order to win the argument. 

The first hard truth that we need to tell, in order to be in a position to 
win the argument that massive rapid change is needed, is – as set out at 
the start of this chapter – being clear that we cannot guarantee against 
collapse, even if our objectives are achieved. Our best hope for winning 
people over lies in authentically relating to them (and, crucially, to Citizens’ 
Assemblies – see below) just how much of an emergency this really is.

But we cannot rely on even the full truth about the crisis doing the 
trick for us unless it includes the differentiated responsibilities of poor 
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and rich. Gross inequality must be tackled. The stats are very clear : it is 
overwhelmingly the rich who are driving us over the ecological and 
climate cliffs. This is on an international/global scale, too. There simply 
is no remaining carbon budget for the ‘development’ of the ‘develop-
ing’ world, so rich countries must lead from the front, whilst learning 
– especially from indigenous and peasant peoples – how to return 
to life and to humility, by rapidly reversing our ecological footprint; by 
‘de-growing’. (This is the real meaning now of ‘climate justice’: contrac-
tion and convergence.) Of course, in the global context we Britons are 
the elite, in terms of carbon use, etc., and we are pretty much all com-
plicit. It is only right that XR started here, for we started the Industrial 
Revolution and thus the course of events that have led to this crisis. But 
my case is that we have already provided that balancing. That is to say: 
we have already made very clear, in the actions we took in the April 
Rebellion, that we are not letting ordinary people off the hook. 

What we need to do now, I submit, is re-balance. We must also not be 
perceived as hitting ordinary or poor people hard, or we will spawn a 
‘gilet jaunes’-style response. The French ‘yellow jackets’ hit the streets 
because they felt unfairly targeted by Macron’s blunt regressive carbon 
tax proposal. We will be perceived as part of an ‘elite’ unless we direct 
more of our power against the elites. We cannot expect the ordinary 
person on the street to change if the rich aren’t going to change. 

Let’s design the October Rebellion to bring that point home. We need 
by our actions to convey to the public that we are on their side; that, 
while everyone will have to change, the greater burden of the changes 
will fall upon those more able to bear that burden; that we are them (the 
people, the citizens, the 99%) and they are us. The XR ‘theory of change’ 
is incomplete if it does not include this. If these truths are told, then the 
populace at large may be willing for the kind of shared sacrifice that is 
needed. This has crucial implications for our strategy and tactics. 

There is also an important point around sequencing here. If you think 
that we are already in a fully revolutionary moment (e.g., that a signif-
icant enough part of the populace – millions – is willing and ready to 
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rise up and rebel), and that we can win completely very soon, then it 
makes sense to go for broke now. But if you think that we still have a 
hell of a long way to go to achieve Demand 1, so that the emergency 
really lands with people, then it makes sense not to hit ordinary people 
again. I want to make the claim that the October Rebellion ought to 
be focused primarily against the elite: the rich and powerful, especially 
those with vested interests in the fossil fuel industry, including crucially 
big finance.

The October Rebellion

The police will almost certainly be tougher on us in October. They will 
have learnt from last time and they will be anxious to avoid the crit-
icism that fell on them last time (particularly from the ‘Right’ of the 
political spectrum). We must continue to seek to win them over, in the 
ways that were, it seems, remarkably successful in April. But we must 
be ready for harder responses from them, too. Goaded by the media 
and politicians, they may well clamp down on us in new ways, if we 
give them excuses for doing so. Furthermore, they will have had the 
chance to plan, and they now know much more clearly how our tac-
tics play out.

Next time, we cannot risk near-dire mistakes (of which there were 
several near-misses in April40): anything we do or even threaten may 
be used as an excuse to pillory us, and maybe even to round us up on 
conspiracy charges. 

It is imperative that our actions remain respectful. We should empathise 
with the difficult role assigned to the police; let politicians who believe 
their hands are tied by voters (and funders) understand that Citizens’ 
Assemblies can help; and be clear it is the abysmal financial system (not 
the individuals staffing it) that is the key factor in the escalating eco-
logical destruction, a system which must be replaced with something 

40 I have in mind, for example, the ‘plan’ during April to bring the Tube to a standstill.
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massively fairer and more intrinsically caring of humans and the ecosys-
tem. We should target that system.

We need a laser-like focus on the kinds of actions most likely to gen-
erate active support and wider sympathy. We need overall to strike a 
balance between nonviolent disruption that is noticed by all and reso-
lutely nonviolent disruption that falls, justly, more heavily on the rich and 
powerful. Above all, we need to rely more on our creative power, and 
on our philosophy. We need to generate a whole new level of emo-
tional resonance. 

Targeting airports

I am pleased to note that the XR Heathrow drones action proposed 
for September has been called off. (An action will probably go ahead 
along similar lines, under a separate ‘Heathrow Pause’ banner.41) My 
sense was that before we do airport actions, we needed people to 
understand that this is about whether there is food on the table in the 
years to come, or not. They mostly don’t understand that yet. 

If we do target an airport, it should be London City Airport, which is 
disproportionately used by the wealthier and business elites.

‘Targets’ in the October Rebellion

Focus partly on parliament/government itself. By occupying Parliament 
Square in April, we made an impact. How much more powerful our 
action will be if we actually bring some of the business of government to 
a halt through NVDA – for days, or even weeks. For example, if we were 

41 It did indeed do so, separate from XR: https://rebellion.earth/2019/08/02/statement-from-
extinction-rebellion-uk-on-the-heathrow-pause-action/ Though the lines were dangerously 
blurred, with Roger Hallam’s close identification with the Heathrow Pause actions. Heathrow 
Pause came to nothing: https://news.sky.com/story/heathrow-drone-protesters-blocked-by-sig-
nal-jamming-as-two-arrested-11808171 & https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/
sep/12/heathrow-third-runway-activists-arrested-before-drone-protest .

https://rebellion.earth/2019/08/02/statement-from-extinction-rebellion-uk-on-the-heathrow-pause-acti
https://rebellion.earth/2019/08/02/statement-from-extinction-rebellion-uk-on-the-heathrow-pause-acti
https://news.sky.com/story/heathrow-drone-protesters-blocked-by-signal-jamming-as-two-arrested-11808171
https://news.sky.com/story/heathrow-drone-protesters-blocked-by-signal-jamming-as-two-arrested-11808171
https://news.sky.com/story/heathrow-drone-protesters-blocked-by-signal-jamming-as-two-arrested-11808171
https://news.sky.com/story/heathrow-drone-protesters-blocked-by-signal-jamming-as-two-arrested-11808171
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to make it very difficult for parliament to enact a Budget that wasn’t a 
climate and ecological emergency Budget; or if we were to massively 
disrupt a Ministry (e.g., the Treasury) from functioning at a time when 
it was seeking to enact dubious new rules or subsidies. Of course, a 
potential danger of such an approach is that a government starts acting 
more dictatorially in response. So we need to focus on economic elites 
too, to put elite material interests in the balance, and to make clear that 
reducing democracy would not stop us from being effective:

Focus on major targets in the city. Imagine shutting down the Stock 
Exchange – actually stopping it from operating for a significant period 
of time, stopping its profit-engine-of-destruction. Or imagine shutting 
down Goldman Sachs, or indeed a bunch of merchant banks. Imagine, 
perhaps, occupying and shutting the Green Investment Bank, which the 
government privatised and neutered, or Canary Wharf, which is very 
geographically vulnerable due to limited access roads. Doing any of 
those would be hugely popular with a citizenry still seriously pissed off 
by how the ‘banksters’ got away with murder financially in, and ever 
since, 2007–8. And it would concentrate the minds of the elites greatly. 
Power has never conceded anything without a powerful demand that 
threatens it. 

We can also see parliament’s concessions as being made to neutralise 
us: seeming to concede towards our demands. If the state refuses to 
move beyond gestures, blocking real action into 2020, then there must 
be serious consequences. We need to concentrate the minds of power 
and the authorities further. If we do this, we potentially bring the citi-
zens onside in such a way as to ready them to make some changes in 
their own way of life, too. For those changes need to be broadly, dem-
ocratically agreed. 

Citizens’ Assemblies: how to make them real

We want Citizens’ Assemblies (CAs) that have real decision-making 
power, to decide how to act sufficiently to rise to the challenge of the 
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unprecedented long emergencies we face. Governments are likely to 
try to fob us off with purely advisory CAs – as the Select Committees’ 
initiative already does. 

The plural is crucial. We want Citizens’ Assemblies, not just for the four 
nations of the UK, but for localities across those nations, too. Local gov-
ernment just as much as national government needs to be revived and 
democratised. They need to be sortitionally based, a part of democracy, 
much like juries already are. 

CAs will be tasked with figuring out, with expert advice, how to put 
together the drastic package of changes, the as-wartime mobilisation, 
now needed. But why would politicians give away some quasi-leg-
islative power to the CA? CAs can take issues out of the ‘too-diffi-
cult box’ into a zone where something real – enough – can be done. 
Politicians can offload onto the public, who are picked to deliberate 
in the CA the difficult responsibility of acting for the benefit of the 
future. 

One possible way of enabling politicians not to lose more control than 
they are willing to, is to include some of them in the CA. This was 
done in Ireland in the Constitutional Convention several years ago and 
helped move forward public discourse and action in relation to such 
vexed matters as gay rights, abortion – and climate policy. 

It turned out that including politicians in a powerful CA, far from (as 
some had feared) leading it either to inertia/gridlock or to domination 
by those elected politicians (who were a third of the Constitutional 
Convention), helped legitimise it in the eyes of the Irish Parliament, 
and helped enable some of its recommendations to come to pass. The 
option of agreeing to a CA with elected politicians among its members 
is therefore one with a powerful positive precedent, and it is an option 
that XR should actively retain. 

However, once again, let’s remember that we are in an unprecedented 
situation here: public consciousness is changing with extraordinary 
rapidity. Politicians smart enough to recognise this as both an ecological 
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truth and increasingly a political one may already be willing to be con-
siderably bolder than Ireland was. 

To win a CA with real power from the October Rebellion or thereaf-
ter, we need to strike a balance between:

1. giving politicians the sense that we can help them out of a hole;

2. giving everyone the sense that everything really does have 
to change, and that it’s time to get serious about making that 
change;

3. giving everyone the sense that in that process, some – roughly, 
the 1% – have to change a lot more than others. 

The key take-away is this: We need, by our actions, to give fellow cit-
izens the sense that the CA will be just and seek justice. For even if 
a Citizens’ Assembly were to come up with radical enough plans that 
we’d be able to lay down our Rebellion for good, we cannot expect 
those plans to be implemented if they appear to the majority of citi-
zens to be unfair or hostile to their interests. But when people under-
stand that the rich are the ones who need to cut back the most and 
that this is going to happen, then we become the popular ones, and, 
crucially, we pre-empt a ‘populist’ reaction against us. 

The crucial role of our children

There is one more critically important element to the picture, without 
which success in October remains improbable. Namely, our children. If 
the power of youth is added to the power of truth, then that equals 
potential transformation of the kind required. The climate school strik-
ers have called for a general (adult) strike – the Global Strike – on 
Friday 20/27 September. It is absolutely crucial that we show massive 
solidarity with this, and help it work. It is critical because our children 
and their plaintive calls to ‘Save our world!’ are our most powerful 
instance of emotional resonance; their struggle has touched the world. 
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Moreover, Greta Thunberg is (in my opinion) a world-historical figure 
on a par with Martin Luther King or Gandhi. 

We are the ones above all who must and will heed the kids’ brave 
call. And then they may hear our call. Imagine an October with tens of 
thousands of children and students on the streets of London engaging 
in NVDA. Rebelling. That is how a crucial stage in the civil rights move-
ment was won, in Birmingham Alabama – with over a thousand minors 
in the prison cells. It was a step not taken at all lightly by the civil rights 
leadership. But it worked. It could work here too.

Our October Rebellion follows swiftly on the heels of the 20/27 
September marches. It must seek to reach out to involve people of 
all ages, especially those children. When there are arrests and impris-
onments of children alongside adults, the game will have changed: the 
authorities will be placed in a very difficult dilemma; whatever action 
they take will look very bad. If we can forge a close alliance with the 
school climate strikers this October, then the unprecedented historic 
change I’ve been outlining in this pamphlet could come to pass. Perhaps 
humanity’s darkest hour really will become its – our – finest hour.

On bravery

If we can look climate reality in the eye, if we can bear to face the 
extinction crisis that we have engendered, and if we can respond to 
these with open-ended flexibility, adaptability, and courage, then per-
haps a new hope arises. Like many XR colleagues, I am confident that 
our ultimate purpose is not just political but psycho-spiritual. Our 
deepest purpose is to manifest the spirit of transformation, whether 
or not we succeed in our goals. Our rebellion is about doing the right 
thing: being dignified and courageous in the face of adversity, no matter 
what the consequences. The trick is not to be attached to getting the 
right outcome, while working determinedly and as intelligently as pos-
sible for the right outcome.
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We open ourselves with courage and caring bravery that lies buried 
deep within our collective body to see and feel the true terrible state 
of this beautiful world, how badly we have damaged it and especially 
how badly we’ve damaged our other-than-human animal kin and our 
descendants. When we really do this, there is no alternative but to 
rebel. In this sense, our ecological perception, our psycho-spiritual 
awakening and our socio-political uprising are all different aspects of 
the same whole, the same process. 

I believe history will judge us very kindly. Either we succeed, we are 
‘glorious failures’ (paving the way for something better after us), or we 
fail completely, in which case there won’t be very many more history 
books…

Our Rebellion is a cry from the heart, a here-I-stand-I-can-do-no-other, 
as much as it is a calculated effort to try to achieve a particular set of 
very bold and (in this late hour) almost impossible policy outcomes. 

All we can do is our best, our smartest, and our soulest. We may suc-
ceed in rebelling against collapse and possible extinction. There can be 
no greater prize. It is in this sense a great privilege, albeit also a dark and 
painful one, to be alive at this fateful moment in history.

Let’s keep our eyes on that prize. 

Rebel for life.
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CHAPTER 14

rupert read interview on bbc radio 4 
‘today’ with john humphrys: on a 
report by policy exchange attacking xr

When the so-called ‘think tank’42 Policy Exchange produced a report 
viciously attacking XR and personally pillorying Roger Hallam and Gail 
Bradbrook, Radio 4 decided to lead with it the following morning. It was 
decided I would go up against veteran Today programme attack-dog John 
Humphrys. I had virtually no sleep that night but was ready to do nonvi-
olent battle early the next morning. In the interview that ensued,43 I took 
the opportunity to question whether Humphrys was doing his job as a 
journalist by not challenging Policy Exchange, especially over their funding. 
Sure enough, in the following weeks,44 it emerged that Policy Exchange had 
taken funding from fossil fuel interests.45

42 See https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/big-companies-buy-influence-with-funding-for-think-tanks-
6x85mpx9q , https://powerbase.info/index.php/Policy_Exchange , https://politicalscrapbook.
net/2013/09/policy-exchange-pay-us-140-to-watch-our-youtube-channel/ , https://www.theguard-
ian.com/commentisfree/2017/may/17/dark-money-democracy-billionaires-funding and the refer-
ences below.

43 https://rupertread.net/media-appearances/dr-rupert-read-bbc-radio-4-today-discussing-extinc-
tion-rebellion-including & https://youtu.be/TIBxjdMECqg – you can listen to the interview here.

44 The interesting coverage that followed included ‘In the Age of Extinction, Who is Extreme?’ by 
Simon Mair and Julia Steinberger https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/age-extinc-
tion-who-extreme-response-policy-exchange/, ‘Think Tank Won’t Reveal Who Paid for Report 
Calling Extinction Rebellion Extremists’ by Adam Ramsay: https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/
dark-money-investigations/think-tank-wont-reveal-who-paid-for-report-calling-extinction-re-
bellion-extremists/ & https://rebellion.earth/2019/10/08/bbc-we-talked-about-this-so-why-are-
you-still-letting-vested-interests-undermine-peaceful-movements/ .

45 As established by Vice magazine: ‘Group That Called Extinction Rebellion “Extremist” is funded 
by Big Energy’, https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/ywagdx/policy-exchange-extinction-rebel-
lion-funding .

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/big-companies-buy-influence-with-funding-for-think-tanks-6x85mpx9q
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/big-companies-buy-influence-with-funding-for-think-tanks-6x85mpx9q
https://powerbase.info/index.php/Policy_Exchange
https://politicalscrapbook.net/2013/09/policy-exchange-pay-us-140-to-watch-our-youtube-channel/
https://politicalscrapbook.net/2013/09/policy-exchange-pay-us-140-to-watch-our-youtube-channel/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/may/17/dark-money-democracy-billionaires-funding
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/may/17/dark-money-democracy-billionaires-funding
https://rupertread.net/media-appearances/dr-rupert-read-bbc-radio-4-today-discussing-extinction-rebe
https://rupertread.net/media-appearances/dr-rupert-read-bbc-radio-4-today-discussing-extinction-rebe
https://youtu.be/TIBxjdMECqg
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/age-extinction-who-extreme-response-policy-exchange/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/age-extinction-who-extreme-response-policy-exchange/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/dark-money-investigations/think-tank-wont-reveal-who-paid-for-report-calling-extinction-rebellion-extremists/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/dark-money-investigations/think-tank-wont-reveal-who-paid-for-report-calling-extinction-rebellion-extremists/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/dark-money-investigations/think-tank-wont-reveal-who-paid-for-report-calling-extinction-rebellion-extremists/
https://rebellion.earth/2019/10/08/bbc-we-talked-about-this-so-why-are-you-still-letting-vested-inte
https://rebellion.earth/2019/10/08/bbc-we-talked-about-this-so-why-are-you-still-letting-vested-inte
https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/ywagdx/policy-exchange-extinction-rebellion-funding
https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/ywagdx/policy-exchange-extinction-rebellion-funding
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John Humphrys: For eleven days last April many streets in the centre 
of London were blocked solid by supporters of the XR campaign pro-
testing against climate change. Now they have taken their protest to 
other cities, including Cardiff, Glasgow, Bristol, Leeds, as well as London 
again. Here’s Greta Thunberg, the young climate activist, addressing 
protesters in London in April. [Greta Thunberg – speech to crowd.] 
On this programme an hour ago, the former head of counter-terror-
ism at New Scotland Yard, Richard Walton, described XR as a hard-
core anarchist group who want to break up our democracy. [Excerpt: 
Richard Walton: I was asked by Policy Exchange to have a look at XR 
and I thought it would be just like any other environmentalist group. 
Sadly, after a lot of deep research, it’s very clear that they’re a hard-core 
anarchist group that want to, basically, break up our democracy.]

JH: [Stern and serious] Well, Rupert Read of XR is with me, good 
morning to you.

RR: Good morning.

JH: What do you make of that?

RR: Well, I think it’s a funny kind of revolution that’s trying to break up the 
state and break up democracy if it takes a year for a top counter-terror-
ism officer to dredge up a few quotes that he can try to paint a funny pic-
ture around in order to make the case. What we are is a mass movement 
of ordinary people of all ages and all kinds who are coming together to 
stand up because we’re facing an existential threat, we’re facing the possi-
ble end of our civilisation and people aren’t happy about that, and so yeah, 
they want radical change, we want radical change; don’t we all?

JH: Well, we want change, a lot of people want change, certainly, 
but that depends how it’s brought about. So let me quote to you 
what one of your leading people, Roger Hallam, said in February 
of this year : ‘We’re not just sending out emails and asking you for  
donations, we’re going to force the government to act and if they don’t 
we will bring them down and create a democracy fit for purpose. And, 
yes, some might die in the process.’
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RR: Well, I’d rather live on a healthy planet than die. But if we look at 
what happened with the suffragettes, if we look at the civil rights move-
ment, people did die in those movements, and this movement, this 
struggle, is even bigger than those. But, do you know what? If people die 
it’s not going to be because of us, because we are an absolutely non-
violent movement. The nonviolent discipline that we showed in April, 
which has been absolutely strong, is one of the key reasons why the 
British public swung behind us. Because that’s the fact, that 67% of 
people, after the rebellion in April concluded, agreed with us, that there 
is a climate emergency and the government needs to act now.

JH: [Loudly] But! That’s one thing, it’s a big step further beyond that 
to say ‘we are going to force the government to act, and if they don’t 
we’ll bring them down and create a democracy fit for purpose. And, 
yes, some might die in the process’. That’s an enormous step beyond 
what you just said. Isn’t it?

RR: Well, Mr Walton said we want to break up democracy – 

JH: [Interjects loudly] I’m asking you to comment on what Mr Hallam, 
your Roger Hallam said.

RR: Look, if you go through the enormous, voluminous works of Roger 
Hallam, I’m sure you can dredge up one or two quotes that I might dis-
agree with the nuances of.

JH: Ah, so you do disagree with it?

RR: Well, I wouldn’t necessarily have used those precise words myself, 
but what I would like to bring out from those words that I do strongly 
agree with, is that what this is not about us breaking up democracy, this 
is about, as Roger was saying in that quote, creating a real democracy, 
because everybody knows…

JH: [Urgent interjection again] Who, whose democracy is that?

RR: [continues through interjection] … that democracy is failing us.
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JH: Sorry, whose democracy is the real democracy?

RR: The real democracy is the democracy we want to create. If you’d 
asked Gandhi what he thought of British democracy he would, I’m sure, 
tell you that he thinks it would be a good idea. How can it be demo-
cratic for us to be…

JH: [interjecting] Because there was no democracy as we understand 
it when Gandhi staged his protests [chuckles derisively] because it was 
a colonial country. You’re not surely making a comparison with this 
country? We have a vote, in this country, it is a democracy, and you 
want to bring it down?

RR: Look, 67% of people said, ‘Hey there’s a climate emergency and 
the government needs to act now to deal with it’, but that’s absolutely 
not happening, and that’s why we’ll be back on the streets until it does 
happen.

JH: Right! 

RR: That’s why our rebellion in October will be stronger and bigger 
than the rebellion in April, and if anyone listening to this wants to come 
and join us, put October 7 in your diary, that’s the date it’s going to 
start, and we will be back on the streets until the government acts [JH 
attempts to break in] and faces up to this terrible crisis [JH interjection 
attempt] which is going to destroy us…

JH: And doing what? What else apart from protesting in the street, 
what else are you prepared to do?

RR: Well, we’ll be taking action probably against financial institutions, 
we’ll be taking action…

JH: [interjects] What’s that mean, ‘taking-action against them’. What’s 
that mean?

RR: Well, it might mean things such as blockading them, it might mean 
things such as having some kind of debt strike, there are…
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JH: [interjects] Debt strike?

RR: …various kind of ways.

JH: Can you explain?

RR: Yes. It might be refusing to repay debts that are taken out from 
financial institutions that are acting completely irresponsibly because 
they’re putting our very future at risk, and that’s what this is all about, 
let’s keep coming back to that, John, because this report, this report is 
trying to take aim at XR and saying, ‘Oh look what Roger Hallam said 
about this or that.’ This report seems completely uninterested in sci-
ence, completely uninterested in children, completely uninterested in 
our future, and that’s what this is about. This report, the only purpose of 
this report is to defend business as usual, and it’s business as usual that 
is killing us, and what I’d love you to do, John, is to ask who is funding this 
report; who funds Policy Exchange? Because that’s what you didn’t do 
when you talked to Mr Walton earlier. The funders of Policy Exchange 
are completely non-transparent. But I bet you, if we were to find out 
who they were, we would find out in whose interest it is to undermine 
XR. For example, maybe it’s the fossil fuel companies.

JH: That may be, I’ve no idea, but Richard Walton…

RR: [interjecting] Well, why don’t you find out, John? Why didn’t you 
ask Mr Walton about that?

JH: Because I was talking to him as former head of counter-terrorism 
at New Scotland Yard, which is what his job was…

RR: [interjects] But who funds him, who is his paymaster now? That’s 
the real issue. Because we deserve to know about that. [JH fails to 
interject several times] This isn’t about the words of Roger Hallam 
or Gail Bradbrook, this is about who’s trying to undermine Extinction 
Rebellion, and I think many of your listeners will agree with me that 
actually what we ought to be doing is getting behind a movement that 
is trying to save our future, not throwing barbs at it.
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JH: A movement that is prepared to break the law.

RR: Absolutely, we’re prepared to break the law, we’re a rebellion, 
the clue’s in the name, because how can a government be fully legit-
imate that is putting us on a path, a serene path, if you see what I 
mean, to destruction, they’re serenely taking us down the road to mass 
destruction.

JH: [interjects] And you want to, and you want to bring down capi-
talism. That’s what your tweet in April said. ‘This movement is the best 
chance we have of bringing down capitalism.’ I mean, you are aware 
that capitalism has produced some of the wealth in this country that 
has enabled people to have a decent life and you are aware of what 
capitalism does?

RR: Look John, I think that everybody knows that our current system 
is failing and that’s what we’re asking: We’re asking people to stop and 
take a look at our system and be ready to reassess it, because if we 
don’t do that and fast then we’re in dire trouble, and António Guterres, 
the Secretary General of the UN, says we’ve got not ten years but two 
years to start seriously acting if we’re to get this crisis back in some kind 
of tenable state, and that was last year that he said that, so we’ve got 
one year left to start acting seriously! That’s why we’ll be back on the 
streets, that’s why we’re willing to break the law, yes, that’s why eleven 
hundred people got arrested and transformed consciousness around 
this issue, in this country, for the better. And that’s what’s giving us some 
real hope for the future.

JH: And just one final thought then. You want our GDP to stop rising. 
‘Drop the rising GDP; it is nothing to be proud of. Before or after we 
cause our civilisation to collapse.’ So, in other words, you want there 
to be a permanent state of recession in this country. That is your posi-
tion, is it?

RR: Look, on the one hand we’ve got business as usual, which is what this 
report Mr Walton is asking for, is what Policy Exchange is asking for…
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JH: [speaking over Rupert] Right, so recession, that’s what you’re argu-
ing for. It’s a straightforward question.

RR: The alternatives, John, the alternatives are, on the one hand busi-
ness-as-usual and climate break-down and mass death, on the other 
hand we reassess and try to find a way of going forward together so 
that we can actually live and prosper together, and I really don’t think 
that’s too much to ask. I really don’t think that’s remotely extreme. 
That’s common sense.

JH: Rupert Read, many thanks.
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britain’s democratic structures 
are broken: citizens’ assemblies 
could fix them 

I wrote this piece to frame a potential ‘XR-ish’ response to the prorogation 
of parliament (later ruled illegal by the Supreme Court).46 I had hoped that 
XR might seize the moment to help the British people to understand that 
Extinction Rebellion is not just about the climate and ecological emergency. 
It is also a call for a deepening of democracy – for real democracy; for the 
people (the demos) to govern (kratein) – as the only way to deal with polit-
ical problems too big to deal with any other way. To me, this piece highlights 
a road sadly not travelled.

Boris Johnson’s planned suspension of parliament has highlighted just 
how fragile and unfit for purpose Britain’s ‘democratic’ structures are. 
The decision to prorogue parliament for five weeks – the longest pro-
rogation since 1945 – is a transparent attempt to block parliamentary 
scrutiny of the Conservative leadership’s Brexit plans or lack thereof. 
The fact that some of their media defenders have tried to paint this as 
in any way normal is absurd. This is an abuse of a parliamentary instru-
ment that by convention has been used only for short breaks preceding 

46 https://medium.com/@GreenRupertRead/britains-democratic-structures-are-broken-citi-
zens-assemblies-could-fix-them-and-more-61b91bb33e09 

https://medium.com/@GreenRupertRead/britains-democratic-structures-are-broken-citizens-assemblies-could-fix-them-and-more-61b91bb33e09
https://medium.com/@GreenRupertRead/britains-democratic-structures-are-broken-citizens-assemblies-could-fix-them-and-more-61b91bb33e09
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a speech from the throne. Politicians, the public, and much of the com-
mentariat are rightly outraged by this cynical exploit.

But while this outrage is not misdirected, we should not be lulled into 
seeing this simply as an aberration instigated by an aspiring tin-pot 
demi-despot within an otherwise functional democratic system. The 
reality is that our so-called democratic system is riddled with flaws that 
undermine the legitimacy of our parliamentary representative democ-
racy. Boris Johnson’s prorogation has simply stretched that legitimacy 
even further.

One of the most obvious ways that our democracy is broken is the 
fact that most votes simply do not matter in our first-past-the-post 
(FPTP) electoral system. That is how it can be that 11% of the UK 
electorate in 2017 voted for the Liberal Democrats, Green Party, and 
UKIP combined while between them these parties only got 2% of 
the seats in parliament. (The vote for these parties would, of course, 
likely have been way higher were they not subject to the dubious – 
but under FPTP understandable – ‘wasted vote’ argument.) The fact is 
that minority political viewpoints are almost entirely without any par-
liamentary representation in this country. This leaves the very small 
percentage of the population who are members of the Labour or 
Conservative parties in a vastly more enfranchised position than the 
rest of us because they get additional votes over who their leader or 
MP candidates are going to be. This is a disaster at a moment when 
we desperately need a more fluid, agile responsiveness in our political 
system to the needs of the day and to the wishes of the electorate.

There is a bitter irony to the number of commentators and politicians 
who virulently support or are conspicuously silent about the disen-
franchisement of millions of voters through the FPTP system but are 
infuriated by Boris Johnson misusing prorogation in this way. Indeed, to 
defend the first but decry the second significantly weakens the moral 
force of the outrage. Both are, after all, perfectly ‘legal’ ways of shutting 
down diverse parliamentary viewpoints.
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As well as these legal disenfranchisements, we have the almost blan-
ket deprivation of prisoners’ voting rights in this country, and the legal 
but possibly immoral denial of the franchise to sixteen- and seven-
teen-year-olds. We also have the erosion of local democracy by cen-
tral government, which threatens virtually to make the position of 
Councillor redundant. And we have the vexatious question of how we 
go about representing the fundamentally unrepresentable future gen-
erations who will inherit climate and ecological breakdown.

Clearly, we have deep questions as a society about what sort of democ-
racy we would like to create. And while I have ideas about what sorts 
of policies would widen democracy, I am humble enough to admit that 
my own personal democratic manifesto is not going to solve the deep 
lack of democracy in our society. Instead, I think we should all be taking 
a leaf out of the handbook of demands put together by the Extinction 
Rebellion movement and looking towards Citizens’ Assemblies to solve 
some of these issues of democracy.

Politicians cannot be at the heart of fixing a political system that they 
themselves are beneficiaries of. That is why so many Labour politi-
cians still support the FPTP voting system; it keeps their representa-
tion vastly over-inflated in parliament. It is why Conservative politicians 
oppose extending voting rights to sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds; 
young people not voting keeps Conservative MP numbers up. The fact 
is both these parties have historically been and continue to be the ben-
eficiaries of a non-democratic system.

These are not issues that parties with vested interests should be 
trusted to lead on. Instead, we should truly return control back to the 
people by creating a series of Citizens’ Assemblies to discuss, debate, 
and ultimately craft a constitution to fix this broken democracy. These 
assemblies would consist of randomly selected members of the public 
by sortition in much the same way that juries are selected. The selec-
tion process would also seek to balance demographics so that no 
region, gender, ethnic group, religion, or sexuality is underrepresented. 
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This model was used successfully in Ireland to draft recommendations 
in response to a whole range of social and environmental issues.

Additionally, we should make space in Citizens’ Assemblies on those 
other issues aside from constitutional reform that parliament has 
shown itself unable to grapple with. There are at least two such mas-
sive issues today: most pertinently we have the climate and ecologi-
cal crises that, if we do not get under control, threaten to collapse our 
society. XR has made a compelling case for a Citizens’ Assembly/ies to 
chart the way towards climate- and eco-safety by 2025.

Added to this is, of course, the vexing issue of Brexit itself, which poli-
tics-as-usual has palpably failed to settle.

I submit that Citizens’ Assemblies could well provide illumination on all 
these issues and extend democracy outside of the grasp of our zom-
bie-like two-party duopoly.

We should seize the opportunity that Boris Johnson has given us 
through his constitutional vandalism by highlighting the deeply broken 
nature of our democracy and use it to call for drastic reform of our 
system. Perhaps then something good may yet come of what at first 
glance seems to be another nail in the coffin of Britain’s claim to be a 
founding bastion of democracy.

Three Citizens’ Assemblies: one on democratic and constitutional 
reform, one on the climate and ecological emergency, one on Brexit. 
This is how the UK could heal itself.
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how a movement of movements 
can win: taking xr to the next 
level

My pamphlet ‘Truth and Its Consequences’ (Chapter 13), achieved sig-
nificant resonance. Responding to my central claim there that XR’s 
October Rebellion should target primarily the rich and powerful, Rob 
Hopkins, co-founder of the Transition Towns movement, said: ‘Excellent. 
Amen to that’. 

This piece47 aimed to rebut some misunderstandings of the pamphlet, and 
so to make clear how consonant my intended approach was with XR prin-
ciples and values.

Our October Rebellion needs to be bigger than April’s was. Way bigger. 
It has to be about not just getting verbal concessions from power, pious 
declarations of climate and ecological emergency without actual con-
sequence. No; that’s just not good enough. Because this is the age of 
consequences and there’s no more time to play with.

No less than António Guterres, UN Secretary General, has said that 
if we don’t start making serious – transformative – change within 

47 https://medium.com/@GreenRupertRead/
how-a-movement-of-movements-can-win-cfcfdad5151c

https://medium.com/@GreenRupertRead/how-a-movement-of-movements-can-win-cfcfdad5151c
https://medium.com/@GreenRupertRead/how-a-movement-of-movements-can-win-cfcfdad5151c
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about the next twelve months, there is no way the world can head 
off the kind of catastrophe outlined in the IPCC’s 2019 report 
‘Global Warming of 1.5°C’. The Budget this autumn is the last chance  
that the UK Government has to alter its spending priorities hugely 
within this time-frame. That Budget must be a Climate and Ecological 
Emergency Budget. 

If the authorities won’t budge, then there will be consequences. Us. 
Forcing a fork in the road. From our October Rebellion, we need a 
massive change of direction conceded and acted upon. And if not, then 
a Citizens’ Assembly to decide the way forward. An assembly of ordi-
nary citizens, properly informed about the hell-on-Earth that human-
ity is creating, and empowered, after real reflection and deliberation, to 
decide on how this country is going to play its part in charting a very 
different path. Fast.

How are we going to get to this new scale of rebellion? How do we 
get several times as many people out onto the streets this autumn, and 
many more of us ready to be arrested, and some of us ready to be 
imprisoned?

Anyone who was there in April will tell you it was the experience of 
a lifetime. I believe that pretty much every one of us who was there 
in April will be back in October. Plus those who regretted not having 
been a part of it; they’ll be there too. And many more who have been 
‘woken up’ by the talks, articles, and TV interviews they’ve heard since.

But there’s no guarantee that that will add up to enough new rebels. 
How do we go to the next level?

We have a plan: a movement of movements. We’re seeking contingents 
of new rebels from movements ‘allied’ to XR: the peace movement, 
the animal rights movement, the social justice movement. And several 
more. Call it the Rebel Alliance…

My pamphlet ‘Truth and its Consequences’ (Chapter 13), proposed 
a stratagem that could underscore this potential rebel alliance, 
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explaining how we could and should target the economic and finan-
cial system and those who run it. The power behind the authorities. 
This can bring together our movement with others that are devoted 
to targeting particular pillars of the system. Those most deeply con-
cerned about social justice, or about the distorting effects of money 
upon our society and polity.

Let me dispel some possible misconceptions about this proposed 
approach to our strategy for this autumn.

This is not about targeting rich and powerful individuals. It is there-
fore not about blaming, naming, or shaming. This is about targeting the 
system they run, and sometimes targeting their role in running that 
system. It is about system change.

XR is beyond party politics and not a competitor on the standard 
political spectrum. So this is not about being ‘left-wing’. No, the logic 
is much simpler than that. In an emergency, we need to be all in it 
together. But that simply means that it’s elementary that the polluter 
elite need to (for example) reduce their flying more than the rest of us, 
and so on and so forth. Flying needs to be rationed, or at least to be 
done on the basis of a stringent progressive ‘frequent flyer levy’. There 
was nothing ‘left-wing’ about instituting food rationing in World War II; 
it was simply what made sense in the spirit of all pulling together. The 
same kind of spirit is needed now: a spirit of wartime mobilisation in 
this greatest of emergencies in human history. Similarly, there’s nothing 
‘left-wing’ about Contraction and Convergence, the cleanest and clear-
est proposed way of achieving some basic level of climate justice, con-
verging on us all polluting the same small amount that the planetary 
ecosystem can now tolerate, worldwide.

This is about making very clear that the systems that are running us 
over a cliff-edge are intolerable, and that they must change. Now. We 
will not allow the City of London to continue to leach money that 
should be used for an emergency programme of transitioning our 
economy to something that can be ecologically viable. We will not 
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allow them to continue to invest in fossilised energy-systems that are 
killing our children, right now.

I hope, given the relatively decentralised way that the October 
Rebellion will be run, that you’ll choose, alongside others, to put your 
body on the line in stopping parliament from instituting any Budget 
that is not a Climate and Ecological Emergency Budget, or in stopping 
the financial ‘heart’ of London from beating its deadly drum of busi-
ness-as-usual. I hope you’ll be part of the Rebel Alliance that is poised 
to change this country forever, and put it on a fairer path; a path to  
a future.

And after they fight us, and we ‘fight back’ with the force of truth and 
in deepest nonviolence…I hope we’ll win.
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stop the ship sinking

The October Rebellion in 2019, was the second long UK/international rebel-
lion, an NVDA uprising. In my pamphlet ‘Truth and its Consequences’ (pub-
lished a couple of months prior to the rebellion, and reproduced here as 
Chapter 13), I had called for us to target London City Airport and the City of 
London itself, rather than just blockading streets. The October Rebellion saw 
us doing those things, and they were some of the most successful parts of 
the rebellion, which made me pleased and hopeful. This article, which was 
published on Medium halfway through the October Rebellion,48 focused 
partly on those aspects of it.

As of 7 October 2019 the biggest people’s rebellion for climate jus-
tice the UK has ever seen recommenced and I, amongst thousands of 
others, am immensely proud of the turnout in the seven days so far. 
With all hands on deck, about twice as many as we had in April, people 
from all over the country are driving the movement for the huge wave 
of change this society requires.

So, now we are entering our second week of the October Rebellion, 
and we are targeting the City of London as well as Westminster. And 
so I am calling everybody to come down to either London or, if that is 
impossible, to their nearest demonstration, and experience how it feels 
to support a better future for generations to come. It is the presence 

48 https://link.medium.com/O744nOgTK5 

https://link.medium.com/O744nOgTK5
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of those who advocate the truth of our climate and ecological emer-
gency that creates the electric atmosphere we have felt around central 
London over the past week.

This also comes from the sense of duty bestowed on us by other inter-
national movements, such as Fridays for Future, led by teenagers such 
as Greta Thunberg.

Fridays for Future (FforF) is our children rising up to beg for the right to 
live. It is shameful for our whole civilisation that our children have been 
driven to this. As I see it, Extinction Rebellion is the adults rising up to 
heed the children’s call. Our children are calling on us all to provide for 
them a future – if you really heed that call in its full depth and desper-
ation, then I believe that you will join XR in the streets. Now.

XR and FforF are powerful allies. Greta Thunberg came and supported 
our launch in October 2018; I had the honour of eulogising her after the 
speech there. At a meeting organised by The Guardian while she was in 
London during last April’s Rebellion, I asked Greta directly whether she 
supported XR. Her reply was very simple and equally direct: ‘Yes, I do.’

This greater movement of our movements acting together in concert 
is supported by the many of us who simply want to be on the right 
side of history. Some police officers who accompany us on the streets 
have been widely reported to support our goals. Not surprising really: 
the police have kids too. Moreover, in this new phase of rebellion we 
have even been joined by former police officers, willing to risk arrest 
by taking part.

It is the nonviolence of XR that is the secret to our success. The police 
can handle violent protest easily; they have a well-established proto-
col to follow, and it ‘legitimates’ any heavy-handedness on their part in 
response. Mass nonviolent rebellion, such as ours, is far, far harder to 
deal with. We are thousands of ordinary people putting our bodies on 
the line for a just cause. That makes it very hard for the police and the 
authorities to stop us.
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If anyone ever acts violently, they are not XR. Our rebellion is one of 
peace. We rebel because of the love we feel for the natural world, for 
each other, for our children. We demonstrate what the future can hold, 
having learned from the best examples of progressive and courageous 
movements in our history. Like predecessor movements such as Otpor 
in Serbia, People Power in the Philippines, the suffragists, Martin Luther 
King in the US civil rights movement, and Gandhi in India, XR is, in its 
nonviolent discipline and determination, showing exactly how a civil 
resistance should look – and our purpose is clear.

XR is for the enriching of democracy. This is why our third demand cen-
tres upon the need for Citizens’ Assemblies. We want citizens involved 
in deciding how to change everything: to succeed where politicians 
have failed to adequately address the climate and ecological emer-
gency. This is, of course, the reason that some politicians make unpleas-
ant statements about XR. It is precisely because they realise that we are 
exposing them and their failure for all to see. It isn’t easy for politicians 
to countenance the breaking of the law, because they make the laws. 
But everyone knows that sometimes the breaking of laws is exactly 
what is needed: when those laws are themselves wrong.

That is why it was justified for Martin Luther King and the civil rights 
movement to break the law, to quote a famous example. Everyone 
now regards them as obvious heroes – even though, at the time, 
what they did was very controversial and they attracted much hatred. 
Those breaking the law with peaceful direct action or skipping school 
this week – for the sake of changing the law and changing the system 
so that humanity doesn’t destroy itself – will without any doubt be 
regarded as heroes later. They – we – will all be pardoned. The best 
thing for all decent politicians to do would be to act now so that we 
don’t have to keep breaking the law.

XR is about everyone coming together to struggle for a common 
future. The struggle is like a war, but not against each other. It’s a com-
pletely nonviolent struggle where the enemy is our own history, our 
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own extant infrastructure, our own complacency. XR, unlike some pre-
vious radical movements, welcomes everybody into a common effort 
for the very survival of our species.

The ship of our society is sinking. It will without doubt succumb unless 
we do something extraordinary and fast. XR is our last best hope. 
I urge you to come and see what we have started. The October 
Rebellion lasts for just one more week, during which we need the 
support of every conscientious member of society. We must address 
policy makers, firmly demanding of them to ACT NOW.

I look forward to seeing you on the streets.
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canning town tube incident:  
an apology

Within XR, this might well be the most controversial item in this book. 
This chapter reproduces the text of a comment I posted on my personal 
Facebook page on 18 October 2019 in response to an incident at the 
Canning Town tube station. What happened was this:

In the second week of our October 2019 rebellion, the police sought to 
make all XR protests in London, even legal protests, illegal. This produced an 
enormous backlash; suddenly XR had many NGOs and civil liberties organ-
isations on its side. The momentum was with us. But a tiny affinity group 
had plans to try to disrupt the whole tube system, based on an earlier plan 
XR had decided not to carry out. This threatened to derail the momentum 
that XR was by then enjoying and many of us sought to dissuade this tiny 
group from going ahead. The planned action, disrupting public transport 
in a potentially dangerous space, was very unpopular within XR, let alone 
outside it (a last-minute poll conducted within the organisation showed 
overwhelming opposition). Sadly, the action went ahead, with consequences 
even worse than most of us had feared. Violence ensued, including a defen-
sive kick from one of our activists as he was hauled off the top of a tube 
(and then beaten up).

XR’s national Political Strategy group decided unanimously to ask the move-
ment to pause and to atone for this serious mistake. But this didn’t happen; 
the national media team continued to pump out material praising the tube 
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action even though it was an unprecedented public-relations disaster for 
us. As more and more people asked me to speak out against the action 
I felt torn; I certainly didn’t want to undermine the brave well-intentioned 
rebels who had undertaken it, but I didn’t feel I could remain completely 
silent, either. 

The privacy-setting on my Facebook post was marked as ‘Friends’, but 
someone cut-and-pasted it onto Twitter. At that point I thought it pointless 
or wrong to back away from it; I went with it. The response to my apology 
was overwhelmingly positive, from both inside and outside the movement, 
but for a minority of rebels what I said was considered a kind of treachery, 
so the matter remains a controversial one.49

If I were writing the statement now, I would word it differently. It was writ-
ten in the heat of the moment, in pain and deep concern. It deserves to be 
reprinted unchanged.

I deeply regret that the action on the tube went ahead this morning. 
XR Political Strategy group, to which I belong, advised strongly and 
unanimously against it, as did the vast majority of the movement.

Lessons must be learnt so that never again can the actions of a tiny 
number of ‘XR’ activists tarnish the entire movement. Once it was clear 
that this action was going ahead, XR should have disowned it, yesterday. 
But we didn’t (it seems) have a process for doing so. In future, the pro-
cess for such disownment, where necessary, needs to be clear.

The point of the action was worthy: to demonstrate the utter frailty of 
the tube. If climate chaos is not reined in, the tube will flood repeatedly 
and then terminally, and be taken from us forever. A small amount of 
disruption now might help prevent a vast disruption to come. (Imagine 
what a nightmare London will be, if and when the underground net-
work floods.) But the design of the action was questionable, and its 

49 I’ve since met with several of the tube action rebels themselves, most of whom now agree 
that the action was a strategic error, and I enjoy very good relations with them. ‘We are all 
crew’, as the XR saying goes.
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execution obviously flawed. One of those on the train at Canning 
kicked out in self-defence at those who were threatening to injure and 
possibly lynch him. Understandable, but not nonviolent – XR is always 
nonviolent. The timing, after yesterday’s wonderful gathering at Trafalgar 
Square to protest the government’s authoritarianism, during the hugely 
significant court case we are bringing against that authoritarian with-
drawal of the right to lawfully assemble across London,50 was quite 
simply catastrophically stupid.

I’m just grateful to those commuters who stopped the protesters who 
were being beaten up from being really badly injured. Their spirit is 
what has impressed me most from this whole sorry saga, and leaves 
one with some hope that the human future may yet not be doomed.

(FYI: The Political Strategy group is calling for a pause in XR’s October 
Rebellion, while we reflect on and atone for this most difficult moment 
in the movement’s history thus far. Watch this space.)

50 Brilliantly, this court case was subsequently won, rendering null and void hundreds of the 
arrests during October, and exposing the police force’s serious breaching of reasonable 
response.
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an interview with professor 
benjamin richardson: looking back 
over the first year of xr

This interview is forthcoming in a special edition of the Journal of Human 
Rights and the Environment on ‘From Student Strikes to the Extinction 
Rebellion: New Protest Movements Shaping our Future’.

1) Why was there a need to create an ‘Extinction Rebellion’ (XR) 
given the existence of many competent activist environmental 
organisations campaigning for urgent action on climate change, bio-
diversity loss, and other threats to the biosphere? What are the key 
objectives of XR? 

Extinction Rebellion’s objective is to instigate radical action in response 
to the climate and ecological crises. We believe that this requires 
systemic structural change across all levels of society. We direct our 
campaigning towards pressuring governments into adopting radical 
ecological policies, while also seeking to engage in consciousness rais-
ing among the general public and through the media.

I first became involved in Extinction Rebellion in early September 2018 
when the movement was in embryonic form. I came to it with the 
background of someone who had invested a lot of work into pursuing 
action on the climate crisis, primarily through the route of party pol-
itics. I had previously been a Green Party councillor, a national Green 
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Party spokesperson, and I had run for election to parliament and the 
European Parliament multiple times.

While I still support this route to effecting change, I became increasingly 
anxious that it was not delivering tangible results fast enough. The way 
that most people speak about climate within the public sphere involves 
a severe obfuscation and downplaying of just how threatening the crisis 
is. This collective denial makes it hard for radical political parties to build 
enough public support to have their policies implemented. We need 
grassroots organisations like Extinction Rebellion to change the narrative 
about this crisis if we are to have any hope of rising to meet it.

Extinction Rebellion has succeeded where so many other institutions 
have failed in drawing attention to this crisis and building support for 
tougher action among the public, media, and even politicians. The work 
of big green NGOs and political parties has simply failed to deliver results 
fast enough. Extinction Rebellion, combined with the school strikes for 
climate (and in particular the advocacy of Greta Thunberg – who is XR’s 
most important supporter of all), has succeeded in making the vital 
inroads that we so desperately need to get started on climate action. 
(This is clear in the UK from polling data, which makes clear the impact 
of XR’s April 2019 Rebellion upon climate consciousness in the UK.51)

2) To what do you attribute the success of XR in mobilising support?

Part of Extinction Rebellion’s success stems from its decentralised 
structure. Local Extinction Rebellion chapters throughout the world 
have been empowered to set their own campaigning agendas and 
strategy providing they stick to our ethos of radical ecological action 
and nonviolence. This has empowered people to become involved in 
their local groups.

Our strategy of nonviolent civil disobedience has also proven extremely 
effective in generating media coverage and provoking political discussion. 
When compared to some of the law-abiding marches for climate in the 

51 See, for example https://www.carbonbrief.org/
guest-post-rolls-reveal-surge-in-concern-in-uk-about-climate-change 

https://www.carbonbrief.org/guest-post-rolls-reveal-surge-in-concern-in-uk-about-climate-change
https://www.carbonbrief.org/guest-post-rolls-reveal-surge-in-concern-in-uk-about-climate-change
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past, Extinction Rebellion has proven that we can generate a lot more 
discussion about climate with far fewer resources, if we are willing to 
risk arrest – but remain completely disciplined in our nonviolence.

Our way of speaking – emotional, authentic, truthful – has also been 
very important. This is illustrated by our colleague Greta Thunberg’s 
stinging, visceral speeches excoriating world leaders for their ‘betrayal’ 
of young people by failing to tackle the climate crisis. In my own media 
interviews, such as with the BBC on 9 October 2019,52 I’ve argued pas-
sionately that Extinction Rebellion is essentially about ‘whether or not 
our children have a future’; on that occasion, I showed to the cameras 
live on TV the names of my two young nieces tattooed on my forearm, 
a temporary-tattoo I’d had done to remind me of what this is all about, 
and to show to the police if I was being arrested.

Finally, Extinction Rebellion has also found itself as a focal point for 
action in a society that is beginning to wake up to the existential threat 
of climate breakdown that threatens its own demise. As our climate 
deteriorates and more people become alert to that fact, Extinction 
Rebellion is the organisation best placed to channel resistance to cli-
mate and ecological breakdown.

3) To what extent is XR co-ordinated globally, and by what means? 
Or is the movement largely self-directed and shaped by local groups 
acting under the rubric Extinction Rebellion? 

Different chapters exist in different countries, but things are decen-
tralised rather than centrally co-ordinated. Subscription to the ideolo-
gies of radical ecological action and nonviolence are shared universally 
among all chapters of Extinction Rebellion.

4) Does the XR have any affiliation, formal or informal, with other envi-
ronmental/social organisations and/or movements, such as the wave of 
school student-initiated climate strikes around the world in recent 
months? If so, what is the nature of that collaboration or connection?

52 You can watch the BBC ‘Politics Live’ show here: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0FNSVlfWTqs 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0FNSVlfWTqs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0FNSVlfWTqs
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There is a lot of overlap in agenda between Extinction Rebellion and 
the School Strikes for Climate. These strikes embody the same ethos 
of nonviolent civil disobedience, self-organisation, and radical action on 
climate and ecology that Extinction Rebellion has. Consequently, there 
is overlap in the two movements’ goals, strategies, and even the cam-
paigners involved in both. Though we think it is very important that the 
School Strikers retain their full independence; the children are morally 
leading our society now.

In relation to other organisations, Extinction Rebellion also shares many 
of the ideals of ecological NGOs and even of some politicians. We aim 
to work constructively with people from different groups, while main-
taining our independence and ideological integrity. As such, we have 
held meetings with senior politicians from across the political spectrum 
and sought to impress upon them our demands for tough action on 
climate and ecology.

5) Does XR have a presence outside Western countries, and in parts 
of the global South such as India, China, or Brazil, and if so, how is 
that presence evolving? 

Yes, there are national chapters in many countries across the world. 
However, given the decentralised nature of Extinction Rebellion, I am 
not best placed to relay all the work that they do. But I can tell you 
that XR UK has given these chapters much support, including financially.

6) What are the principal tactics of XR, why those tactics, and how 
do they link to the overall strategy of XR?

A key tactic of our organisation has been mass nonviolent civil disobe-
dience, as mentioned earlier. We have had over one thousand people 
arrested in our April 2019 Rebellion and nearly two thousand in our 
October 2019 Rebellion. This has helped generate a lot of media atten-
tion about our cause, and even forced the issue of declaring a climate 
emergency into parliamentary discussion.
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7) What evidence is there that mass civil disobedience is effective in 
leveraging cultural, political, and/or legal changes on environmental/
social issues? 

The declaration of a Climate and Environment Emergency by the 
UK Parliament directly after we met with them following our April 
Rebellion is a prime example of our strategy yielding tangible suc-
cesses. Another is the amount of media coverage we were able to 
generate and keep in the news cycle over a prolonged period during 
our April and October rebellions. There are also opinion polls which 
directly suggest that our April action in particular led to an increase 
in the general public’s concern about the climate crisis: at the end of 
the April Rebellion, two thirds of Britons agreed that there is a cli-
mate emergency.

8) In regard to XR’s invocation of a climate/planetary ‘emergency’, 
is there a risk that this strategy will reinforce the promiscuous ver-
nacular of emergency in our political culture – e.g., Trump’s declara-
tion of an ‘illegal immigration’ emergency and earlier rhetoric about 
a ‘drugs use’ emergency? More specifically, might the declaration of 
an emergency imply a suspension of the rule of law, thereby allow-
ing draconian measures to be introduced that ultimately create 
additional problems for keeping governments in check? So, what do 
you see as the positives and risks of the language of ‘emergency’ 
for XR’s aspirations?

Emergency talk is essential. It is truthful. As I explained in an essay 
published in The Guardian some years ago: ‘I do not agree that we 
should leave aside talk of “catastrophe”. In fact, by sticking to talking 
of “climate change” rather than of “climate chaos” and “potential cli-
mate catastrophe”, we end up playing the same game as the more 
subtle and intelligent of the climate change deniers by adopting their 
language’.53 And as climate communication campaigner Jane Morton 
has argued, emergency talk can move people to action when they 
are confronted with emotionally engaging depictions of serious 

53 Rupert Read, ‘Emergency Talk,’ The Guardian 13 November 2007, www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2007/nov/13/emergencytalk

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2007/nov/13/emergencytalk
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2007/nov/13/emergencytalk
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threats that are personally relevant, while offering pathways for find-
ing solutions.54 This is an emergency if anything ever was.55 It is a long 
– basically permanent – emergency. It will define all our lifetimes – 
increasingly. We guard against the negative risks of emergency talk by 
our approach being based in love. This is a ‘compassionate revolution’.

9) What have been some of the key lessons that XR groups have 
learnt over the past year of activism and organising? What are the 
internal processes in the movement for reflection on tactics and 
strategy and drawing lessons from these? How can XR sustain 
itself, given the risk that it might eventually lose novelty and media 
interest, and thereby lose momentum? 

Our regenerative culture is key here. XR has been designed in such 
a way as to minimise the risk of burnout. Although it rarely gets the 
same level of media coverage as XR’s other activities, the regenera-
tive culture is deeply woven into our mission. The first element of this 
regenerative culture is to shift the accusatory narrative from individ-
ual behaviour towards shared, empathetic feelings of grief about eco-
logical losses and our children’s futures. Secondly, XR is devoted to 
an ethic of care – eschewing violence and promoting the well-being 
of XR activists, especially those subject to arrest or other adversity. 
Thirdly, XR has an ethos of collaboration and co-operation – a stance 
known as ‘we are all crew’. XR actions are built not on personal, ad 
hoc interventions but on acting together and building relationships 
in the process. Finally, XR’s regenerative culture is about ‘relinquish-
ing the ego’, by eschewing attention on celebrities and leaders in 
order to create space for the voices of many, especially those less 
privileged.56

54 Jane Morton, ‘Why We Should Mention the Emergency’, https://climateemergencydeclaration.
org/janemorton

55 However, it is also true that it is not widely perceived as an emergency, even despite XR’s extraordi-
nary agenda-changing achievements in 2019. That is why we wrote ‘Rushing the Emergency, Rushing 
the Rebellion?’, collected as the Appendix to this book.

56 See Anna Pigott, ‘Extinction Rebellion’s “Regenerative Culture” Could be Just as 
Revolutionary as its Demands’, 2 May 2019, www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/
extinction-rebellions-regenerative-culture-could-be-just-as-revolutionary-as-its-demands

https://climateemergencydeclaration.org/janemorton
https://climateemergencydeclaration.org/janemorton
http://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/extinction-rebellions-regenerative-culture-could-be-just-as-revolutionary-as-its-demands
http://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/extinction-rebellions-regenerative-culture-could-be-just-as-revolutionary-as-its-demands
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10) In light of its experience so far, can we expect to see any new 
directions in XR, in terms of its goals and tactics over the next few 
years? And if the political aims of the movement are not substantially 
addressed within the next couple of years – before critical planetary 
boundaries are breached – how might XR react?

A new direction for XR will likely be to go beyond targeting gov-
ernments to challenging the private sector, especially major corporate 
polluters and the financial sector that bankrolls them. Pressure must 
be stepped up against fossil fuel companies and their investors, such 
as pension funds, as the global divestment movement does, through 
external disruption (NVDA) and ‘internal disruption’ (speaking truth to 
power). Such disruption can help stigmatise and undermine these busi-
nesses’ social licence to operate. If there is not more action in response 
to our movement within the next few months, then expect a greater 
emphasis on ‘adaptation’. This will be us making clear that time is virtu-
ally up for mitigation-centric approaches.57

11) XR has been criticised58 for failing to account for how structural 
inequalities, including racism, sexism, and classism, have shaped the 
climate crisis in its analysis. How has XR engaged with and learnt 
from these critiques? How can we discuss the existential threat of 
extinction that climate change presents to humans as a species whilst 
reflecting the complex realities of everyone’s lives in this narrative? 

Extinction Rebellion was set up with a clear emphasis on the democ-
ratisation of our governmental response to the climate crisis. We think 
that Citizens’ Assemblies must be given a crucial and binding role in set-
ting our route towards net zero emissions by 2025. A key motivation 
for including this demand for the expansion of democracy is the belief 
the Citizens’ Assemblies are likely to be far more sensitive to creating an 
equitable and just transition – climate justice – than politicians. Clearly, we 
must make sure that the radical changes we need in our society are con-
ducted in a way that reduces rather than exacerbates existing injustices. 

57 See Chapter 27.

58 See letter from the grassroots collective The Wretched of the Earth: https://www.redpepper.
org.uk/an-open-letter-to-extinction-rebellion/?fbclid=IwAR2Nq1xdQ8tQiuBp8_jgr_qrZBx-
q2MEu3zwkXynMGGy2n5sTtf51f-Hx_yA

https://www.redpepper.org.uk/an-open-letter-to-extinction-rebellion/?fbclid=IwAR2Nq1xdQ8tQiuBp8_jgr_qrZBxq2MEu3zwkXynMGGy2n5sTtf51f-Hx_yA
https://www.redpepper.org.uk/an-open-letter-to-extinction-rebellion/?fbclid=IwAR2Nq1xdQ8tQiuBp8_jgr_qrZBxq2MEu3zwkXynMGGy2n5sTtf51f-Hx_yA
https://www.redpepper.org.uk/an-open-letter-to-extinction-rebellion/?fbclid=IwAR2Nq1xdQ8tQiuBp8_jgr_qrZBxq2MEu3zwkXynMGGy2n5sTtf51f-Hx_yA
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As an organisation Extinction Rebellion grew very fast. Consequently, 
we have not always been sufficiently clear in communicating demands 
about the importance of justice to ecological transition. As the organi-
sation matures, we have sought to engage with the criticisms you have 
mentioned to make sure we are more fully integrating communication 
about justice in our messaging. 

However, let me add that some of these criticisms are quite wrong-
headed. It is an insult to those XR leaders who are people of colour to 
say that XR is ‘white’. It is an insult to the working-class spokespeople 
and leading activists in XR to say that XR is ‘middle-class’. (We expect 
such rubbish from the right-wing press; it is a shame when it comes at 
us also from our supposed friends.)

And the basis in a problematic version of ‘identity politics’ of some of 
these criticisms undermines them, for they fail to understand that ours 
is a compassionate revolution, that does not name, shame, or blame 
– whereas sometimes they do. And ours is a universalistic movement, 
broad-based – unlike the silo thinking of too much ‘identity politics’, 
which appears to be based in a politics of resentment. 

12) XR has been criticised for how it has related to police and law 
enforcement and the assumption that the police will become sympa-
thetic to XR.59 In a context where we are seeing moves in Australian 
jurisdictions to increase police power and create new criminal 
offence in response to XR protests, can you reflect on the relation-
ships between XR, protestors, and the police and how this might be 
changing? 

Our attitude towards the police has been based in the pragmatism of 
being able to achieve greater success if one has a better working rela-
tionship with them. This worked well in April 2019. It didn’t work so 
well in October 2019 when policing of XR actions in the UK became 
more hostile. We recognise that the police are agents of governments, 
which in a variety of countries, including the UK and Australia, are 
arming police with greater powers to thwart XR protesters. As I have 

59 See http://criticallegalthinking.com/2019/04/29/extinction-rebellion-credit-criticism-cops/

http://criticallegalthinking.com/2019/04/29/extinction-rebellion-credit-criticism-cops/
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explained in an essay I wrote with Dario Kenner, ‘There is a balance 
to be achieved between continuing not to dehumanise the police – 
and indeed to appeal to them – whilst also making it clear they are 
obliged to defend the system that XR wants to transform – and thus 
not naively expecting them to ‘defect’ to us, and not making it look as 
though we “love” what they are and do’.60

60 Rupert Read and Dario Kenner, ‘XR UK: Telling the Truth through Targeted 
Disruption’, 29 November 2019, www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/
xr-uk-telling-truth-through-targeted-disruption

http://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/xr-uk-telling-truth-through-targeted-disruption
http://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/xr-uk-telling-truth-through-targeted-disruption
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2025 no more? implications of the 
conservative victory for xr, and 
for everyone

The UK went to the polls on 12 December 2019 in what was supposed to 
be ‘the climate election’ but in fact was dominated by Brexit. XR mounted 
what we called an #electionrebellion, seeking through various forms of 
nonviolent direct actions (including hunger strikes) to bring public attention 
heavily to the eco-emergency as an election issue, but this did not appear 
to have a significant impact on the election campaign. The Conservatives 
won their biggest majority since the heyday of Margaret Thatcher. Prime 
Minister Johnson failed to turn up for the televised Channel 4 debate on 
climate and nature; Channel 4 replaced him with a melting ice-scuplture. 
But it didn’t affect the result. This piece, co-authored with Frank Scavelli and 
published in Open Democracy,61 was my response, arguing that XR’s 
demands require modification to include the increased likelihood, as a con-
sequence of the election results, of eco-driven societal collapse.

‘In many countries the public knows the old promise of tomor-
row being better than today is finished. But they don’t quite know 
why that is, or what to do about it. …We seem trapped within the 
dynamics and momentum of this system. Therefore, my guess is it 
means that we won’t change things. At least not in time to prevent 

61 https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/
opendemocracyuk/2025-no-more-tory-victory-xr-and-coming-storms/ 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/2025-no-more-tory-victory-xr-and-coming-storms/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/2025-no-more-tory-victory-xr-and-coming-storms/


110

Extinction Rebellion: Insights from the Inside

catastrophe from a range of societal stressors, the most unavoid-
able of which is climate damage. So what to do about it? The first 
step is to stop pretending that we will prevent things from getting 
worse. Instead, to consider just how bad things will get and what in 
that context we could do to help. Once you have let go of those 
old stories of progress, there is nothing negative in working for a 
lesser dystopia.’

– Jem Bendell

The Madrid round of annual UN climate talks in December utterly 
failed – a perfect example of world leaders lacking seriousness about 
the existential threat we face. Australia continues to burn; a perfect 
example of how very serious our vulnerability is.

Here in the UK, the party with by far the worst rankings of its climate 
policies – so bad that its leader preferred to be represented by a melt-
ing piece of ice rather than defend Conservative policies in live tele-
vised debate62 – has been handed electoral victory and a landslide 
eighty-seat majority.

In the face of our new, darker post-election reality, the foremost ques-
tion must be: Is Bendell right? The decisive Conservative victory and 
the total lack of serious international actions means all those sympa-
thetic to Extinction Rebellion must undertake a period of reflection; 
reassess some of our demands, hopes, and perhaps methods and prob-
ably make some significant adjustments.

There is absolutely no way that our Three Demands Bill, nor anything 
like it, will be willingly passed by this parliament. Painfully, we have to 
admit to ourselves that the 2025 deadline of net-zero carbon emissions 
and biodiversity loss, perhaps our best known of the three demands, 
has suddenly become almost unachievable (barring a very risky and 
improbable seizure of power from the current government). For we 
are simply running out of time.

62 See this Euronews article about the Channel 4 News climate debate:  
https://www.euronews.com/2019/11/28/boris-johnson-replaced-by-melting-ice- 
after-ducking-election-climate-debate

https://www.euronews.com/2019/11/28/boris-johnson-replaced-by-melting-ice-after-ducking-election-climate-debate
https://www.euronews.com/2019/11/28/boris-johnson-replaced-by-melting-ice-after-ducking-election-climate-debate
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The UK’s contribution to the climate and extinction crises is not small, 
as the government misleadingly suggests it is. A significant chunk of 
China’s seeming contribution to the problem is actually ours. We’ve 
merely offshored our emissions along with our manufacturing. 

Even if the government will not meet Extinction Rebellion’s first 
demand – to ‘tell the truth’ – doing so ourselves is our foundational 
principle. If the 2025 deadline is based on hard science and the pre-
cautionary principle – which it is – we cannot simply move the emis-
sions deadline back to 2030. So our three demands should remain 
targeted firmly at 2025. But we must begin to accept and discuss what 
the future will look like as that 2025 deadline slips into unachievability.

The UK, ‘standing alone’ outside the EU, is primed for the mother of 
all falls. For, unable as we are to feed ourselves, we are deeply vulnera-
ble to the vicissitudes of a deteriorating climatic situation for which we 
have much historical responsibility.

We might, through further, larger, smarter rebellion combined with 
attempts to awaken the governing elite, influence this government in a 
better direction, by influencing the consciousness of the many and hit-
ting the profits of the few. We should of course try. But the reality we 
now face probably makes it too late to stop this civilisation from ending 
during the next generation or two. We must start thinking seriously 
and realistically about the possibility of society being likely to decline or 
even collapse. The situation also reflects our tragically broken demo-
cratic processes: a dire corporate media, a free-for-all zone of paid lies 
on Facebook, and a laughable electoral system. XR’s call for a profound 
renewal and deepening of democracy is more pertinent than ever and 
will be very hard to implement under this government.

So yes, we must keep fighting against the self-destructive tendency of 
our society every step of the way, and keep pressure on government to 
reduce emissions and biodiversity loss drastically. But the dismal char-
acter of recent events mean we also need to start preparing ourselves 
and our society for the probability that our efforts will fail, and that 
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we will undergo, within the next generation or two, some kind of col-
lapse event. In that light, we must now start to take seriously the role 
of transformative adaptation and, yes, even what Bendell has termed 
Deep Adaptation.

We need to start talking about ‘solutions’ for Britain. We can no longer 
put this off, awaiting a Citizens’ Assembly, which a Johnson administra-
tion won’t make happen. We need to emphasise things like restoring 
wetlands, making nuclear waste and nuclear power plants safe against 
the coming storms (literal and metaphorical), reducing food waste, 
eating lower on the food chain, learning and sharing food-growing and 
other skills, and a thorough relocalisation. We need to be talking about 
all this, bringing to life the story of the climate and ecological decline 
that the Conservative manifesto will likely lock in. And we need to start 
thinking, fast, about how to do these things, including helping to bring 
about Citizens’ Assemblies to help chart the way forward, with or with-
out central government backing.

Above all, we must remain truthful. XR is most advanced in the UK, but 
even here we could not make real a ‘climate election’. This painful fact 
is what requires the reassessment I have called for in this piece. If even 
in the UK, XR couldn’t midwife an election result less climatically and 
ecologically inauspicious than this one, then we need to be more grimly 
realistic about the future and about adapting to it.

As climate and ecological deterioration become a fact of daily life, we 
increasingly need to rely on each other and our local communities. 
We must also therefore redouble our efforts to affect local govern-
ments and force them to take seriously the task of preparing our com-
munities. We need to look more seriously at deep alliances with the 
Transition Towns movement, with permaculture, and so on.

This civilisation – growthist industrial capitalism – is in its endgame. 
Heartbreakingly, under the Conservatives, that process is very likely 
to accelerate. We in XR need to start being even more direct about 
this, and we need to make that directness real by starting to call for 
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and to seek to enact transformative and deep adaptations. We are set 
free from fantasies of progress and salvation. Instead, living in truth, let’s 
regenerate our movement and start to get clear on what is now to 
be done. On what can now still be hoped for – and what we have to 
let go of.
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change of theory? an internal 
memo to xr uk re strategy 

This memo, previously unpublished, was co-authored with Dario Kenner 
of ‘Why Green economy?’, and circulated within the movement in January 
2020. It sought, in the wake of the successes and failures of the October 
Rebellion, to orient the movement more towards concrete targets that 
expressed the system-change we need, and away from targets that were 
interfering with ordinary working people’s lives.

Our highlighting of the vulnerability of supermarkets and supply-chains is 
now somewhat superfluous; the coronavirus crisis did that in spades. The 
point now is to ensure that society learns from that and changes, fast.

Whoever won the General Election, it was pretty much always going 
to be down to social movements to dramatically push forward the 
green transition. Here are some thoughts on where XR goes next. 

Summary

We either stay as an ‘environmental’ movement or we are part of cat-
alysing something much bigger. 

We can’t go on directly disrupting the public in ways that don’t make 
sense to them and still expect to win. We need to build the movement 
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– we need to choose actions that accrue public support, focusing 
our disruptive power more on the powerful vested interests that are 
making us ever more vulnerable to climate disasters. This is not junk-
ing the XR ‘theory of change’; it is including an intermediate move-
ment-building phase in it, so that we can actually generate the much 
bigger number of rebels we need.

XR’s actions contributed to the unprecedented rise in environmental 
awareness reflected in opinion polls last year. This led to competition 
between political parties on green issues in the election. At this crucial 
moment when our very survival as a species may be on the line and the 
context we operate in is getting worse, it’s time to seriously consider 
the different options available to us. It’s not enough having 3.5% of the 
population behind us if a majority oppose us. If we are to get real action 
in the early 2020s, we are going to have to go down a different route. 

To win we need to combine XR’s disruptive power with wide popu-
lar support. Let yourself dare to imagine how powerful this combina-
tion could be.

Sense-making with the public

In our previous essay63 we called for XR to focus disruption on pow-
erful actors who are blocking change, like government, and on corpo-
rates – polluting companies and the banks that fund them – as well as 
most of the media. For any government to be able to act meaningfully 
we will need to counter heavy lobbying by the polluting companies, 
hedge funds, banks, etc. who want to continue profitable destructive 
business-as-usual. That’s where XR’s unique disruptive power can help 
tip the scales. 

But we must garner wider popular support or the government will 
be able to continue to dismiss us as ‘middle-class crusties’. XR Action 
Strategy Update for 2020 noted that in October 2019, ‘Our tactics 

63 https://rupertread.net/writings/2020/xr-uk-telling-truth-through-targeted-disruption

https://rupertread.net/writings/2020/xr-uk-telling-truth-through-targeted-disruption
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struggled to cut through increased opposition from the media, police 
and our Government’. One of the key reasons that happened is 
because our critics successfully presented the false division of ‘protes-
tors’ vs ‘commuters’. As long as this perceived division exists, XR, as 
part of a movement of movements, just won’t receive enough public 
support for the huge systemic changes that are required. Our critics, 
who are hugely influential over sections of the population that we need 
on our side, like to criticise our tactics because they know that actually 
the majority of the UK population believes, understands, that there is 
a dire environmental crisis. Let’s flip the criticism and show the public 
that we are listening, learning, and adapting.

What would all of this mean in practice? Let’s apply the questions 
below to all actions/strategies to make sure we are picking the best 
targets. When we’re deciding on targets to disrupt that seem obvious 
to us, we must ask ourselves: how will it look to the public? Imagine 
disruptive actions with specific targets are successful, what then? In the 
design and communications around our actions we need to be able 
to answer obvious questions from the public and media. By thinking 
through these answers we can better help the public to understand 
that the disruptions make sense and the results are viable. This makes it 
harder for us to be dismissed as out-of-touch crusties.

Overall, ask yourself whether the actions that are proposed will 
strengthen the movement or (as predictably occurred at Canning 
Town) weaken it. Here are a few rough-sketch examples to illustrate 
the approach and the complexity in getting popular support. 

Highlighting vulnerability: supermarket  
supply-chains as a possible focus for XR actions

a) Will this potential action directly undermine the powerful vested 
interests blocking change?

Yes. For example, simultaneous actions targeting the companies’ corpo-
rate HQs and relevant government departments. Yes, especially, if we 
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take pains to try to selectively impact what we seek to disrupt: e.g., can 
we hit products that mainly the rich consume? Non-necessities? Goods 
that are imported unnecessarily (because we grow them here too)?

b) Will it be clear to the general public why we are doing this action?

Work would need to be done to make clear to the general public why 
we were doing this. That could be done with a little simple storytelling, 
e.g., our just-in-time system makes us immensely vulnerable; Britain is 
not self-sufficient in food; we are vulnerable so that we can have ram-
pant consumer choice and rampant profiteering by corporates – is 
this really a good trade? With smart messaging, public support could 
potentially be rallied more easily than occurred in April 2019: if we 
temporarily reduce supermarket consumer choice, but force a debate 
about stopping our out-of-control food system from putting us at risk 
of serious food insecurity, then we have done a very good thing. We 
can highlight the probability of heatwaves of unprecedented strength 
and duration here and in other ‘breadbaskets’, as is virtually certain on 
a business-as-usual scenario.

c) Will it be clear to the public why this huge issue threatens them? 
Will they therefore be at least potentially sympathetic?

It will be easiest to make the case on those occasions when disruption 
happens anyway: e.g., when fires in Russia compromise our supply of 
wheat, as happened a few years back. Obviously, if we ourselves create 
an ‘artificial crisis’, say by blocking a ‘just-in-time’ supply depot, then that 
raises the stakes.

But the beauty of such actions focused on revealing our shared vulner-
ability is that, provided they are well contextualised, the threat is clear. 
These actions are about the threat facing us all; they bring to light our 
intense vulnerability to climate chaos; and yet they specifically target 
those who are responsible for that system fragility (and indeed are 
making money out of it!), rather than being a blunt instrument hitting 
Joe Public. 
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Disrupting North Sea oil and gas production 

a) Will this potential action directly undermine the powerful vested 
interests blocking change?

Yes. Disruption would affect the fossil fuel companies who are success-
fully lobbying to extract every last drop out of the North Sea. There 
are obviously locations that would directly disrupt them and not the 
general public. XR Scotland has acted already on these targets in early 
January. To go beyond what Greenpeace and others have done in a 
similar vein in the past, the proposed actions would need to be mass 
disruptive actions. With XR involved that becomes possible, which is 
exactly why the oil industry fears us.

b) Will it be clear to the general public why we are doing this action?

Yes. There is an obvious direct link between the extraction of fossil fuels 
with climate change. It would make sense to the public if Scottish oil 
and gas production were targeted because Glasgow will host the UN 
climate change conference in November (COP26).

To gain popular support it must be clear that these actions are in sol-
idarity with the 300,000 direct and indirect workers in this sector. The 
disruption would be to create pressure on their employers not to 
abandon them when there is a transition away from fossil fuels: i.e., it 
would create pressure for a just transition. Any actions to call for the 
end of fossil fuel subsidies would need to focus on tax breaks for pro-
duction. It would not be popular to call for an end to consumption sub-
sidies because this would increase household energy bills.

c) Will it be clear to the public why this huge issue threatens them? 
Will they therefore be at least potentially sympathetic?

This might yet be the Achilles heel of this proposal. Targeting the fossil 
fuel industry directly is hard to connect directly to people’s own lives; 
it feels remote. Although it’s about the cause of the problem, it doesn’t 
tell a story about that problem. This aspect needs the most work, if the 
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actions are to be successful. Some potential messages include: burning 
oil and gas contributes to dangerous climate change; XR is acting for 
the survival and security of the public; oil is raw material to make plas-
tics filling up our oceans and ruining beaches around the UK; oil is what 
goes in vehicles, causing deadly air pollution in the UK.

Annex: Our arguments in more detail

Let’s be proud of what has already been achieved. A start has been 
made by getting parliament to declare a (symbolic) Climate and 
Environment Emergency, a carbon net-zero target (albeit one set far 
too late) and a Citizens’ Assembly (albeit one without any real power). 
Now XR needs to use its disruptive power in concentrated ways to 
actually get the change that matches what climate and ecological scien-
tists say is desperately needed. 

We have already argued64 that we need to bring the attention of the 
public squarely onto those whose responsibility for our shared predica-
ment, our awesome vulnerability, is the greatest. We’ve argued that XR 
has already made the point in spades that we are all in this together 
and that it is vital now to enable citizens to understand that it is wealthy 
interests who must change the most. That a just transition will mean 
that ordinary folk will not suffer from the kind of drastic action that is 
required. Sure, change will sometimes be difficult or painful, but we can 
show that we intend to ensure that most of the pain falls on those who 
can bear it, e.g., the polluter elite. Those who can afford it. (Note again, 
this is not because we are all ‘Lefties’. XR is not! It is because there is 
no alternative.)

We need to build the movement hugely, if we are going to be able 
eventually to return to the streets and win. This has to be ‘story-led’ – 
our actions have to be led by a clear story of how society (and espe-
cially ‘the 1%’) needs to change, plus an inspiring vision of what, in 

64 See again https://rupertread.net/writings/2020/xr-uk-telling-truth-through-targeted-disruption 

https://rupertread.net/writings/2020/xr-uk-telling-truth-through-targeted-disruption
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outline, the new society can look like. A vision that we need to embody 
in regenerative actions. 

Example 1: Pop-up allotments in spaces where it is not legal to have 
them. This would be guerrilla gardening with a political edge: we would 
seek to defend these ‘allotments’ and genuinely grow food there. 

Example 2: Having lots of XR local groups ready to physically respond 
next time there is extreme weather; this happened, inspiringly, in the 
aftermath of the recent flooding in the Doncaster area of Yorkshire. 
This would show XR doing something practical and help to counter 
criticism of pure ‘virtue signalling’.

Regenerative actions embody the kind of future society we are pre-
figuring. They take us gently into the space of ‘solutions’: a space we 
cannot avoid starting to occupy if we accept, as we should, that the 
chance is low of getting government to deliver us a Citizens’ Assembly 
that answers the call we have made in Demand 3.

Such actions will be more local in nature but are still part of a strate-
gic/national/global story. A story relevant to our seeking change from 
governments, local and national, because, in the wake of the General 
Election result, action locally will quite surely henceforth be as import-
ant as action nationally. Local actions can in this sense still be strategic 
actions: they include things like tackling those businesses where you 
live that are standing in the way of the radical action so clearly needed.

How do we break down the false divisions between 
‘protestors’ and ‘commuters’?

After a successful beginning to the October Rebellion, lamentably the 
image our critics and much of the public were left with was that of the 
XR ‘protestors’ being attacked by commuters for blocking the tube at 
Canning Town. The ‘commuters’, both present and online, celebrated 
this as a victory against the ‘protestors’. This cannot ever happen again. 
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We must seek instead an approach which makes sense to the public, 
which reinforces our message, and which inspires people to join us.

In contrast, the April 2019 phase of the rebellion was an incredible suc-
cess, placing XR on the map and establishing a profile for the move-
ment. We don’t need to disrupt the public, at least not directly, anymore. 
We can disrupt ‘with’ the public when we are a true mass movement, 
with numbers that will swamp the police, but we can only do that if we 
become much more popular. 

How do we do that? We don’t do it by just repeating what we did in 
April and October over and over again. We do not do actions which 
are designed to stop ordinary people getting around, inciting criticism 
of our actions. So, let’s take away their chance to reject XR because of 
its tactics. Let’s give the public the best possible chance to support XR, 
to make it easy and common sense to support us. 

Why is this so crucial? Unfortunately, the December 2019 election 
was not a climate election even though XR (in particular, through our 
brave hunger strikers65) and other movements tried to make it so. 
There isn’t going to be another election in the short term so that route 
is not open to us. It might even be in a certain sense good for XR that 
Conservatives rather than Labour won; a Labour victory might have 
made the movement complacent; the Conservative Government are 
sure to act in ways that stoke the fire in our bellies. We are almost cer-
tainly going to have a government in place for years which has so far 
been very hostile towards us. The only way we are going to success-
fully pressure it, and to defeat the power of the polluting industries that 
lobby it, is if we have a broad cross-section of the UK public more or 
less on our side. 

We make our Three Demands relevant to ordinary people so that 
they can see we are not just another group of ‘environmentalists’, or as 
some media frame us ‘green zealots’. We need to connect to what is 

65 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/extinction-rebellion-hunger-strike-con-
servative-labour-party-climate-change-a9207886.html

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/extinction-rebellion-hunger-strike-conservative-labour-party-climate-change-a9207886.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/extinction-rebellion-hunger-strike-conservative-labour-party-climate-change-a9207886.html
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already happening in people’s lives. Especially those who are living pre-
carious lives – for climate chaos is about to make all of us more pre-
carious, but the already-precarious most of all. We need to do this so 
that people see the ‘environmental’ issues we are raising as the social 
issues that they are. Issues of everyday life, like transport, housing, and 
– above all – food. There were lots of XR actions making these links 
during the #electionrebellion. We need more of this, on a mass basis 
– connected to mass actions. And storied. That is, placed in a narrative 
that makes sense to people.

The starting point for XR actions from now on has to be that we 
reach and connect with people who do not consider themselves ‘envi-
ronmentalists’. We will not be able to convince everyone to join XR 
but we do need widespread sympathy and support. We can do this 
by making clear that what is at stake is not mainly ‘environmental’ con-
cerns. It is concerns of survival and security. And by making clear that 
we are also intent, via our actions, on showing how a climate-sane soci-
ety will have to be a more equal society, a society where the rich and 
not the poor bear the main burden of change.

To conclude. We are not saying don’t take actions that will cause any 
disruption to ordinary people. We are saying only cause actions that 
disrupt ordinary people in ways that can be made sense of. And we are 
saying we must no longer (appear to) target ordinary people for dis-
ruption: instead, we must aim at those most responsible:

> the corporate media, including social media, which we’ve seen 
out of control recently in the extreme anti-democratic manipu-
lation of Facebook ads. Make it possible for the truth to be told.

> the polluter elite. They must change if there is to be any 
common future.

> the fossil funders. Everyone knows they cannot go on like this.

> the giant supermarket chains. They are at the root of our every-
day vulnerability. 



123

CHAPTER 22

xr: finance’s friend?

This piece was commissioned by Reuters (Breaking Views), which is read 
mainly by those in the finance ‘industry’. They altered my headline and the 
opening paragraph in misleading ways, causing the unfortunate impression 
– which some in the movement were understandably unhappy with – that 
I was somehow seeking to ally XR with actually-existing Haute Finance! 
The version published here is my preferred original version.

I wrote it while engaged in an endeavour to tell the truth starkly in Chatham 
House rules meetings with members of the elite and the Establishment. It 
is interesting how many of this elite are actually quite aware at some level 
that the system literally cannot be sustained. What they typically lack is a 
clear picture of what to do about it that is adequate to the crisis. I like to 
give them some pointers: e.g., They should make it explicit that it’s OK for 
employees to join Extinction Rebellion actions.

Why does Britain matter in the world today? Because, let’s be honest, it 
doesn’t matter very much. We are an increasingly small country drifting 
noisily into the Atlantic. We are small fry.

But there are still a few ways in which we really matter. Here are the 
top three:

1. Our past matters: because the Industrial Revolution started 
here – which in its speed, scale, and mode of economic organ-
isation has recklessly taken the world to the very precipice of 
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untrammelled catastrophe. This means that we have a greater 
historical responsibility to right the profound wrongs of mass 
habitat destruction and of climate genocide than any other 
nation on Earth.

2. Our present matters: because of the City of London. Yes, we’re 
smaller than ever – but we punch way, way above our weight 
in terms of our species’ impact on the natural world, in that our 
country finances that impact. Fifteen percent of all fossil finance 
passes through the City of London. That must change, if there is 
to be any future for life on Earth (including your life, reader).

3. Our future matters: because the great arising consciousness of 
how everything has to change is manifesting more strongly here 
in Britain than anywhere else in the world. Extinction Rebellion, 
the movement that has most profoundly shifted eco-aware-
ness and that has made possible conversations at the highest 
levels of power both financial and political that could not have 
happened as recently as just a year ago, was born here and is 
burgeoning most strongly here. Britain ‘led’ the world into the 
terrifying mess it now finds itself in; Britain still ‘leads’ the world 
in financing that still-growing mess; and so, quite rightly, it is 
Britain that should be sniffing a way out of that mess…

What is XR’s role in this?

Under pressure from the persistence of our Rebellion last April, power 
moved to concede something to each of our three demands:

1. Parliament declared a Climate and Environment Emergency – 
albeit, only symbolically (government needs to declare such an 
emergency, for it to be legally binding);

2. Government legislated for carbon net zero – albeit by 2050, far 
too late;
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3. Parliament has set up a Citizens’ Climate Assembly – albeit one 
lacking hard power.

What’s next for us? Given the December 2019 UK General Election 
result, bashing our heads against the levers of political power is not 
likely to be the most effective way for us to get further traction in 2020. 
So we are likely to turn our attention for a while to the other pillars of 
the system that is driving us all over a cliff: namely the corporate media 
– and the world of finance and business.

There was a small taste of the latter during our October Rebellion. 
We spent a day undertaking symbolic disruption in the City of London, 
targeting firms such as BlackRock, whose actions have been especially 
heinous in facilitating destruction of the Amazon. And we spent a day 
disrupting some flights at City Airport. Why City Airport? Used dispro-
portionately by City-slickers, with its short runway making it suitable 
only for smaller (and therefore even more carbon-profligate) planes, 
City Airport is an obvious symbol of a dysfunctional system.

Does this mean that we are rabid Lefties with an axe to grind against 
capitalism? Not at all. You don’t have to have any beef with capital-
ism in particular to understand that a world that allows unconfined 
growth in private jets is a world heading straight down the toilet. There 
just isn’t the emissions space left for carbon profligacy. That isn’t a ‘left-
wing’ view any more than it was ‘left-wing’ in World War II to insti-
tute food rationing. Such egalitarian measures are simply what you do 
– simply commonsense – in the face of an emergency. We are calling 
for emergency-thinking to be put into action. This requires a reining in 
of extreme inequality, and it requires a reining in of ‘the markets’, not 
as a result of any ideology, but simply as a pre-requisite for common 
survival.

Perhaps you’re thinking: but my company is a B-Corp, we’re doing what 
we can, given market constraints; what more do these ‘extremists’ 
want? Sorry, but being a B-Corp really doesn’t begin to cut it. If there 
is to be a future, please start thinking about far more radical changes 
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that you need to make. Starting with this: join the other business lead-
ers who have been brave enough to acknowledge that XR is engaged 
in noble and necessary work; give your employees clear permission to 
take time off to join Fridays for Future or XR events; declare that you 
will support employees who whistle-blow for common good or who 
get arrested trying to stand up for a future; give some real money to 
XR. We welcome anyone who is willing to take responsibility for chang-
ing the script. We are not ‘anti-capitalists’, as such, we are not going to 
scream in your faces; if we come and occupy your offices, we’ll proba-
bly bring cake.

And above all, lobby government hard to regulate those companies 
who are racing to the bottom, who are fuelling destruction and under-
cutting those companies (like yours, perhaps) which are trying to do 
the right thing. Insist that the government create a level playing field; 
insist that all the economic activity of this country (and beyond) be 
directed towards achieving stringent, rapid reductions in climate-deadly 
greenhouse-gas emissions and in habitat destruction. This should start 
with an immediate commitment to make company accounts incorpo-
rate material climate risks in the numbers. Mark Carney, Governor of 
the Bank of England, is rightly proud of having got these risks into at 
least the narrative portion of company accounts, but real behaviour 
change, real market revaluation, will not be achieved until the num-
bers change accordingly. Otherwise these narratives are little more 
than ‘corporate social responsibility’ (pass the sick-bag), and the biggest 
market failure in history just carries on getting bigger.

Finally, let’s be clear that this isn’t about a few bad apples. This is about 
system-change. So sure, some of us are more equal than others in 
terms of our responsibility for the direness of this crisis. Some of us 
are going to have to change more than others. Expect to have a worse 
time of it this coming year if you are BlackRock than if you are John 
Lewis. But we are also truly all in this together; we all have to change. 
So don’t expect that even being a leader in your field will immunise 
you against the demand for further major change. Remember that XR 
started making its name by occupying the offices of Greenpeace – to 
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make the point that even the previous leaders in our own field had not 
gone nearly far enough in pushing for change. 

So, if, at some time this year, you are upset because your boardroom 
has just been invaded, remember: we’re your best friends. We’re your 
best friends because we are the ones delivering ever-increasing pres-
sure to help you demand of your company Chair – and of the govern-
ment – what’s necessary. And we’re your best friends because it really is 
necessary. This system is coming to an end. It will either end as a horror 
story, in an uncontrolled collapse event, or it will end intelligently, delib-
erately, making way for something better. 

If you care about your kids, if you care about the next generation, or 
even if you only care about being able to grow old, please join us in 
helping the outcome be the latter.
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the billionaire rebellion

In January 2020, I went to Davos with the ‘XR Catalysers’ group to seek to 
catalyse change at the World Economic Forum by means of ‘internal dis-
ruption’. That is: we didn’t do nonviolent direct action; but we told the truth 
in uncomfortable ways. It was by turns an educational, inspiring, useful, and 
nauseating experience. On returning, I co-wrote with Jem Bendell, a veteran 
of Davos in past years, this piece for The Ecologist. (This is our preferred 
version of the piece; The Ecologist published a shortened version which left 
out some key points.) We focused on our disagreements with Micah White, 
a sometime advisor to XR, over how real change is likeliest to happen.

One man’s promise to put less than 10% of his wealth towards cli-
mate action generated a lot of media attention last week. Jeff Bezos is 
the world’s richest man, so it sounded like it might make a difference. 
Could this be the sign of things to come, as more of the world’s billion-
aires rebel against a narrow pursuit of profit, power, and fame to try 
to save humanity from environmental disaster? Or at least try to stop 
driving us ever faster towards that disaster? If so, could seasoned activ-
ists like us find useful ways to engage them to generate a quantum leap 
in impact? After all, the situation is bleak, and everything should be con-
sidered. It is this seductive idea that led your authors to spend some 
time mingling with world elites, at Davos and elsewhere, hearing their 
views and sharing our own. 

Our conclusion? 
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There is no shortcut to global social change. To transform systems, 
climate activists must focus on building power and support amongst 
diverse communities, and only welcome billionaire support if it is specif-
ically for such empowerment. That is because sustained climate action 
will require a fresh settlement on the fairer distribution of resources, 
as we face a very challenging future. Such redistributions of power 
and resources have never been achieved merely by enlightened elites 
handing over what they are accustomed to. 

A stark example of how billionaires and their global gatherings are not 
often inclined to such ‘radical’ agendas is the way the World Economic 
Forum (WEF) has engaged with the climate emergency. It is welcome 
that the WEF have now sounded the alarm on just how bad human-
caused climate change has become for humanity. But that does not 
mean they already have significant suggestions for societal change. 

This year at Davos they launched a manifesto with the title, ‘The 
Universal Purpose of a Company in the Fourth Industrial Revolution’.66 
It contains warm words about some corporate efforts towards a future 
for humanity. But we can’t see anything in it about firms (e.g., Facebook) 
not undermining democracy, or action on the causes of our time: social 
and ecological justice. The Davos Manifesto ignores the diminution of 
democracy (at a time when we direly need it to be deepened) that 
corporates have midwifed. Nor can we see anything in the document 
about the necessary role of the state in much-needed market inter-
ventions (e.g., the ‘Green New Deal’, aka the green industrial revolu-
tion) to address climate breakdown. Thus, this ‘Davos Manifesto’ also 
ignores what is agreed by most observers to be an absolutely key part 
of any genuine solution to the vast problem defining our time.

The rising tide of climate chaos that we see now almost constantly 
(most recently, in Australia’s unprecedented bushfires, which killed a 
billion animals and poisoned the lungs of millions of people) proves the 
corporate model of running the world for profit has failed. The best 

66 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/12/
davos-manifesto-2020-the-universal-purpose-of-a-company-in-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/12/davos-manifesto-2020-the-universal-purpose-of-a-company-in-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/12/davos-manifesto-2020-the-universal-purpose-of-a-company-in-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/
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‘manifesto’ from Davos would be to take their members’ money out of 
politics-as-usual and corporate media, and let ordinary people decide 
how to respond to a devastating global crisis that current elites have 
presided over.

A notable feature of the event this year was the call by Micah White, 
a co-founder of the Occupy protest movement, for the world’s move-
ments for justice and democracy to seek an alliance with the world’s 
elites in order to address the emergency. One of us, Read, was seated 
beside Micah when he made his pitch for this ‘alliance of opposites’67 – 
and was one of those who argued passionately in that meeting that it 
would be simply impossible for ecological breakdown to be stopped 
in a world which allowed economic inequality to persist at its current 
level. For if a few of us live like there’s no tomorrow, then there just 
won’t be enough for most of us to have a tomorrow.

Micah’s strategy and vision is fascinating, but on this crucial point and 
the non-negotiable need for a profound deepening of democracy (i.e., 
Extinction Rebellion’s Demand 3), there seems to be a gap between 
his ideas and XR’s. For instance, the Davos set believe that we should 
mobilise our movements to plant a trillion trees. Whereas we join our 
fellow climate activists in wanting to change the economic system that 
trashes forests and doesn’t incentivise their planting. Some elites think 
we can leave the existing distribution of wealth and power intact and 
save the world. Most people we know in XR see that as wishful thinking. 

What is a pragmatic approach in the face of an unprecedented emer-
gency? Our view is there is no possibility of the crisis being tackled while 
people like those at Davos retain their wealth. We don’t just need 10% of 
their wealth spent or lent for climate action. We must change economic 
systems so that there is a fairer distribution of limited resources as we 
collectively strive for net zero emissions and support each other as cli-
mate change disrupts our agriculture, water, cities, and health. 

67 You can read Micah’s account of that semi-confidential meeting here: https://www.indepen-
dent.co.uk/voices/davos-2020-occupy-wall-street-trump-greta-thunberg-climate-extinction-re-
bellion-a9301131.html

https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/davos-2020-occupy-wall-street-trump-greta-thunberg-climate-extinction-rebellion-a9301131.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/davos-2020-occupy-wall-street-trump-greta-thunberg-climate-extinction-rebellion-a9301131.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/davos-2020-occupy-wall-street-trump-greta-thunberg-climate-extinction-rebellion-a9301131.html
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Just a quick look at current climate impacts shows that redistribution 
is essential right now. For instance, in Kenya, climate impacts have led 
to fresh vegetables doubling in price in the past months. Similar situa-
tions are being experienced around the world. Faced with such a sit-
uation, there are even calls for tax cuts on oil and subsidies, to help 
bring down the price of food. That is the self-reinforcing disaster that 
will spiral out of control if emergency social justice is not at the centre 
of the climate agenda. 

Climate activists can respond to this social and economic dimension 
of the struggle by forging more alliances across sectors and classes, 
including with trade unions, networks of school children, faith institu-
tions, and others. Such alliances will be necessary not only to challenge 
current power but also to maintain new formations of power to deliver 
the massive changes required. One example is the need to engage 
trade unions, so that more of them decide to make climate safety as 
important to their bargaining and strike action as pay and conditions. 
When that happens, governments will begin to see the massive eco-
nomic disruption that will occur if they don’t make a climate justice 
agenda their foundational policy platform. The result of such alliances 
and policy changes will present a direct challenge to the wealth, privi-
lege, and power of elites. 

We say this without any rancor towards the wealthy. We say it simply 
because it’s fact. It’s because we care about everyone, including the 
super-rich and their kids, that we say to the Davos elite: it’s time to give 
up your vast wealth and privilege. Let your money go: allow that money 
to be devoted, no strings attached, to the effort to change the world so 
that we all have a chance to survive on a more level living-field. 

We think it is improbable… Unfortunately, it is not likely that corpora-
tions and the rich in general are going to swing behind radical action on 
the eco-emergency. But it seems to us realistic to aim to reach a few 
of them – those who have truly understood the science and the com-
plicit system – to become true allies of the now-necessary radicalism. 
Imagine if we found an eco-equivalent of the Koch brothers. Imagine 
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if, better still, we managed to get, say, 3.5% of the super-rich onside, on 
the side of reality, in a ‘Billionaire Rebellion’. Such eventualities would be 
completely game-changing.

That’s a reason why, if one can keep one’s head and heart, it’s perhaps 
worth going to Davos to invite a resonant reaction. If a handful of bil-
lionaires recognise that the system they enable is wrong and cannot 
continue, and begin to support the global grassroots climate move-
ment, then we could see more rapid change. Together, we might yet 
respond to our terrifying predicament with as much love, determina-
tion, and courage as we have ever found. 
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the report they didn’t want  
you to read

XR UK’s newspaper The Hourglass ran for eight issues. My regular column 
was called ‘Another green Read’ and included this piece below,68 concerning 
a report produced for clients (not for public consumption) by J.P. Morgan. 
By a peculiar process that I am not at liberty to disclose, I came to have a 
copy of this report. I was astounded by its prognostications – by the extraor-
dinarily frank assessment that it contained of how dire our common pre-
dicament is – and in February 2020 I began to leak them to the world. J.P. 
Morgan attempted to suppress the story, but the cat was out of the bag; 
journalists cottoned on, and for a while it became a big story. (My favourite 
story written about the report was Kate Aronoff ’s for The New Republic, 
which bore the magnificent headline, ‘The planet is screwed, says bank that 
screwed the planet.’69) 

The really good news is that, less than a fortnight after this report was 
leaked, J.P. Morgan announced a gigantic raft of reforms, including the end 
of financial support for drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.

‘It is clear that the earth is on an unsustainable trajectory. Something 
will have to change at some point if the human race is going to survive.’

68 https://rebellion.earth/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/JPM_Risky_business__the_climate_
and_the_macroeconomy_2020-01-14_3230707.pdf.pdf 

69 https://newrepublic.com/article/156657/planet-screwed-says-bank-screwed-planet 

https://rebellion.earth/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/JPM_Risky_business__the_climate_and_the_macroeconomy_2020-01-14_3230707.pdf.pdf
https://rebellion.earth/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/JPM_Risky_business__the_climate_and_the_macroeconomy_2020-01-14_3230707.pdf.pdf
https://newrepublic.com/article/156657/planet-screwed-says-bank-screwed-planet
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Who do you think wrote those two terrifying sentences? Who is 
responsible for this latest exercise in radical truth-telling? The University 
of East Anglia? Caroline Lucas? XR?

The correct answer is: the world’s largest funder of fossil fuels, J.P. 
Morgan, in a detailed report written by two of their leading econo-
mists – a report that they tried to pooh-pooh after I tweeted about 
its contents. Luckily the story couldn’t be held back and has now gone 
worldwide. Those pesky eco-extremists at J.P. Morgan have blown the 
lid right off the debate and made starkly clear how close to the preci-
pice we are. Perhaps some of those who don’t like listening to you or 
me or Greta or even David Attenborough will be woken up by the 
deeply worrying words of a profit-hungry trans-national investment 
bank. For this is most definitely a bank that does not want to be letting 
such truths slip.

The thing that strikes me most strongly about the affair is J.P. Morgan’s 
oh-so-telling response to their own report surfacing. Their denial that 
the report is a genuine J.P. Morgan report (when it contained no such 
disclaimer, and had their branding all over it), is the opposite of what 
they should have been saying: which would be to own this excellent 
report.

The reason they aren’t keen to come clean isn’t hard to figure out. J.P. 
Morgan are a huge and largely unrepentant funder of fossil fuels. If they 
were to accept what their own report is saying, that would require 
them to revolutionise their business model. It would require them to 
tell the truth – and act accordingly.

They want to hold out against doing this a little while longer. But the 
genie is out of the bottle. How long will institutions like J.P. Morgan be 
able to carry on complicitly with climate crimes now that their own 
economists are being clear as day about the consequences of doing so? 
It is quite obviously in the public interest that reports like this be made 
public. In fact, any information about our growing collective vulnerabil-
ity to the biodiversity and climate crises ought to be disclosed to us. 
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So I want to say to anyone reading this who is privy to such informa-
tion: please bring it out into the public. If you need help or protection 
to blow the whistle, then there is a platform available that supplies 
exactly that: www.truthteller.life. 

For we need the full truth to be told. We need to know what army 
generals and military intelligence officers are scoping out in terms of 
contingency plans for the coming disasters and crises. We need to 
know about the vulnerabilities of our ludicrously fragile just-in-time 
food system. We need to know what the insurance companies know 
about the rising risks that they (read: we) are facing.

And so I hope that, in 2020, some of XR’s actions will increasingly focus 
upon teasing out these vulnerabilities. Insurers that are not coming 
clean about what they know of the uncertainties and risks from which 
they seek to profit; supermarket supply chains; the governments over-
seeing all this: these are worthy targets for XR nonviolent direct actions 
that aim to highlight our vulnerabilities and those who are responsible 
for them. If such actions elicit whistle-blowers, so much the better.

Let’s seek to dig out more reports and files and truths that they don’t 
want us to read. That’s how awakening proceeds: one revelation at  
a time.

http://www.truthteller.life
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the urgent need to take care:  
from corona to climate

This ‘Another green Read’ column for The Hourglass was published early 
in the course of the UK lockdown to deal with Covid-19.

I’m writing this, and you may be reading it, under ‘lockdown’. Theoretically, 
this lockdown shows that our government is perfectly capable of acting 
in an emergency, when the mood takes them, when the emergency is 
in their faces enough. But does it?

Consider the following two points:

1. The reason they have implemented the ‘lockdown’ is that they 
were subject to relentless pressure for weeks from experts 
and commentators (including myself and my colleague Nassim 
Taleb of Black Swan fame70) who destroyed the absurd epide-
miological models they were using that would have infected 
most of us and demolished our healthcare system, who chal-
lenged their complacency, posed alternatives, issued warnings, 
noted forcefully what was happening elsewhere, and so forth. 
In other words: together, we, citizens and experts alike, forced 
the course-change on the government.71

70 See in particular Taleb, et al., https://necsi.edu/systemic-risk-of-pandemic-via-novel-patho-
gens-coronavirus-a-note .

71 My claim that it is external public pressure which brought about the lock-
down decision has since the time of publication been dramatically confirmed 
by admissions from within government: https://bylinetimes.com/2020/05/01/
governed-by-opinion-governments-and-the-public-mood-in-a-crisis/

https://necsi.edu/systemic-risk-of-pandemic-via-novel-pathogens-coronavirus-a-note
https://necsi.edu/systemic-risk-of-pandemic-via-novel-pathogens-coronavirus-a-note
https://bylinetimes.com/2020/05/01/governed-by-opinion-governments-and-the-public-mood-in-a-crisis/
https://bylinetimes.com/2020/05/01/governed-by-opinion-governments-and-the-public-mood-in-a-crisis/
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2. While they were prevaricating, we the people were already, in 
many, many cases, ahead of them – and so managed to keep 
ahead of the virus. Lives were saved by this; lives were saved 
by citizens choosing to act precautionarily: before the govern-
ment issued any mandates at all, we voluntarily cancelled many 
events, shut down many institutions, started practising physical 
distancing, etc., etc. In other words: we led the course-change. 
We moved before they did.

These two points mean that if – and it remains a very big ‘if ’ – the UK now 
manages to avoid descending fully into the hell that has overwhelmed 
north Italy in the last fortnight, if we manage to avoid most of our health 
service being completely overwhelmed – with the huge further spike in 
deaths and suffering that such overwhelm brings – then it will be because 
the citizens led the government. Not the other way around.

For even in the case of Covid-19, with the emergency breathing for just 
a matter of weeks down the government’s neck, they were unwilling to 
act adequately to protect us. This bodes ill for their capacity to do so in 
relation to the far longer climate and ecological emergency.

It’s just us, the people. We did this; we brought the UK to the point of 
having a shot at suppressing this pandemic. This is vital context for the 
period of community mutual aid that we must now enter into. A period 
in which there will be much need for quiet heroism, to save lives and 
reduce isolation.

We are #alonetogether in this struggle. Sitting in our homes, working on 
getting food to neighbours who need it, exercising at respectable phys-
ical distances from each other: we are #alonetogether. We express our 
mutual care at this time by phoning and not hugging. We the people 
have led; the government is dragged along unwillingly behind what we 
do, what we want, and what we see the need for and call for – and 
what we are co-creating. 

This is vital context for the task of continuing to insist that the govern-
ment do more – and that it doesn’t move in the wrong direction. (E.g., 
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it would be moving in the wrong direction now to pour resources into 
fossil fuel companies, airlines, or into the ecosystem-destroying pro-
posed high-speed train route HS2, when those resources should be 
poured into making PPE and ventilators and into the pockets of those 
who must continue to work and may become sick, and so forth.)

Each in our own homes, and behind our masks, we are powerful, and 
we are together. We have led, and we need to lead more. The lives of 
our elders and medically vulnerable, perhaps our own lives, and cer-
tainly our self-respect, all depend on it. 

The need to take care, to look before we leap, is something that the 
government failed to exercise when it plumped for ‘taking it on the 
chin’, and so lost precious weeks with which to hold back the incom-
ing Covid-19 public health disaster. When we don’t know something, 
we ought to protect ourselves against what we don’t know. In the case 
of this emergency, this virus, it’s unprecedented; we don’t know what 
effects it has. We don’t know, for example, whether it might have neu-
rological effects, whether it might leave permanent lung damage. We 
don’t know a great deal about how it’s transmitted yet. And when 
we don’t know that kind of stuff, we need to err on the side of safety. 
That’s what it is to be precautious – and that is exactly what the UK 
Government has not been doing. In failing to impose travel restrictions 
and quarantines, in failing to lock down, in failing to mass-test, in failing 
to choose life over super-short-term economic business as usual, they 
haven’t been keeping us safe.

The moral of the story? We are probably going to need to rely on 
ourselves in any emergency situation we face, now and in months and 
years to come.

Unless, perhaps, we can persuade the government to learn from its 
deadly mistakes.
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theses on the coronavirus crisis72

This is my most sustained effort to tease out the meaning of the Covid-
19 crisis. Unpublished in this form before, it accentuates the positive: this 
is the kind of spirit in which we might harvest the benefit from this terrible 
time of trial. 

As the coronavirus crisis escalated, XR UK decided to suspend its planned 
May-June Rebellion. I wrote a document for XR’s internal use, ‘Some Strategic 
Scenario-scoping of the Coronavirus–XR Nexus’,73 which has fed into this 

72 Huge thanks to Victor Anderson, Ed Gillespie, Jem Bendell, and to Extinction Rebellion col-
leagues including Gail Bradbrook, Skeena Rathor, Marc Lopatin, Joel S-H, Sarah Lunnon, and 
the XR Writers’ Group. I alone take responsibility for any infelicities or fails in this piece, but its 
production was in a very real sense a team effort. Like anything worthwhile, the truth is that 
this piece could just as wisely be regarded as co-authored by a community as written by me.

73 That document can be viewed here: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xeXfbu8oC9aI_
LH1NanaY8UZ2pJbXOxe/view?usp=sharing It was discovered by an enemy of XR, the ‘journal-
ist’ David Rose, who wrote an attempted hatchet-job on XR and me for The Spectator about it: 
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/revealed-extinction-rebellion-s-plans-to-exploit-the-Covid-cri-
sis Rose’s piece gravely misrepresented the contents of the scoping doc. In particular, he tried to 
make my discussion of how this crisis shouldn’t be wasted into something somehow scandalous, 
when actually it is an entirely standard conception within politics and government – it was famously 
spoken by Rahm Emanuel, former White House Chief of Staff, on the last comparable occa-
sion (the 2008 financial crisis, although the germ of the quotation is often attributed to Winston 
Churchill in the context of the final stages of World War II). What I meant by using the phrase is 
that it’s quite obvious that it would be a gross collective dereliction of duty if we were not to learn 
from this coronavirus. The crisis it has imposed upon us should be used to ensure that we make 
ourselves less vulnerable to future crises: whether future pandemics, or the climate crisis, or what-
ever. It would be stupid – criminal – to let this crisis go to waste, by not preparing, through it, for 
future crises. That’s just common sense. The story was then bounced elsewhere around the alt-right 
echo-chamber, including in this libellous piece by the execrable James Delingpole, a long-time critic 
of mine (a minor badge of honour), in Breitbart: https://www.breitbart.com/europe/2020/04/22/
greens-celebrate-coronavirus-lockdown-as-blueprint-for-new-world-order/

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xeXfbu8oC9aI_LH1NanaY8UZ2pJbXOxe/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xeXfbu8oC9aI_LH1NanaY8UZ2pJbXOxe/view?usp=sharing
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/revealed-extinction-rebellion-s-plans-to-exploit-the-Covid-crisis
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/revealed-extinction-rebellion-s-plans-to-exploit-the-Covid-crisis
https://www.breitbart.com/europe/2020/04/22/greens-celebrate-coronavirus-lockdown-as-blueprint-for-new-world-order/
https://www.breitbart.com/europe/2020/04/22/greens-celebrate-coronavirus-lockdown-as-blueprint-for-new-world-order/
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piece. That document sought to explore how a direct-action movement 
focused on existential risks to us and our planetary home could act in a 
time of increasing restrictions on public gathering and movement. This piece 
looks wider, to how this moment might yet be the making of us. Us: humanity, 
having found some unity in this crisis that we hadn’t yet managed to access 
in the ‘normal’ times of the longer climate and ecological emergency.

1. As I write these words, in May 2020, people across much of the 
world are experiencing a sense of prolonged personal and social 
vulnerability. Of lived emergency. For many of us, especially in the 
Global North, this is almost completely new. While it may build 
on experiences we’ve had, for instance, of worsening incidents 
of flooding (i.e. of climate disasters), it goes considerably beyond 
them. For it touches or threatens to touch us all. 

2. And thus there is a radically new experience for most of us 
across the world: a sense of equality, of a radically shared vul-
nerability. (The last thing that was anything like this was the 
nuclear threat during the 1960s and 1980s. Covid-19, how-
ever, is breaking through to a level of globally shared awareness 
that even that never achieved. The climate crisis has certainly 
never yet achieved the same level of emotional and intellec-
tual ‘buy-in’; see below.) That equality isn’t absolute, of course: 
The poor are suffering in greater numbers than the rest of us 
due to already-compromised health and less access to care. 
Furthermore, we also have ugly spectres like the super-rich 
diving off to bunkers, or buying for themselves coronavirus 
testing kits desperately needed by healthcare providers.74 But 
those kinds of behaviours are widely seen to be unacceptable, 
just like the prime minister’s Chief of Staff brazenly breaking 
the very restrictions he had imposed on the rest of us.75 The 
attempt to buy one’s way out of the vulnerability we now face 
together is an evasion. Even the mightiest are vulnerable: thus 

74 https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/coronavirus-harley-street-clinic-sold-21711100 

75 https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/boris-johnsons-defence-dominic- 
cummings-22079171

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/coronavirus-harley-street-clinic-sold-21711100
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/boris-johnsons-defence-dominic-
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the British prime minister, his Chief of Staff, and even the heir 
to the throne all contracted the virus, the former ending up in 
intensive care. We are collectively humbled by a microscopic 
virus. This sense of vulnerability is what we in XR have been 
trying to evoke. Our thinking has been: if only we could get 
people at large to feel the vulnerability that they really are sub-
ject to, and that we feel. In this striking sense, to put the matter 
somewhat crudely, Covid-19 has done XR’s job better than 
XR itself could have hoped. This horror that we are now living 
alone-together is the mother of all wake-up calls. Our collec-
tive vulnerability is literally coming home to us.

3. There has been a vast failure of governance in countries like 
the US and UK in this outbreak. A failure to observe the pre-
cautionary principle,76 a failure to value citizens’ lives and health 
above crude ultra-short-term economic imperatives, a failure 
to protect. This is a depressing fact, because the Covid-19 crisis 
should have been much easier to address than the climate 
crisis: because its imperatives are far shorter in timescale, its 
damage far easier to see and to attribute. But even this fail-
ure has an upside. We are realising that our governments are 
not going to save us, but that we can move ahead of them to 
save ourselves, to save each other. And these governments may 
emerge from this crisis brittle and vulnerable. There is thus a 
greater possibility than there was in 2019 of moving decisively 
beyond them. For we can now say plain to such governments: 
You failed to follow the common sense that is precautionary 
principle when it came to the coronavirus…why on Earth 
should we trust you when it comes to the climate crisis? Those 

76 I made the proposals embodied here https://medium.com/@rupertjread/what-would-
a-precautionary-approach-to-the-coronavirus-look-like-155626f7c2bd available to the 
UK Government in February 2020. Like so many other sound precautionary propos-
als at the time, these were ignored. Other island nations, such as Taiwan and New Zealand, 
by contrast protected themselves adequately against the emerging pandemic. See also 
https://bylinetimes.com/2020/04/23/the-coronavirus-crisis-documents-reveal-govern-
ment-and-nervtag-breached-own-scientific-risk-assessment-guidance/ & https://medium.
com/@ian_js/a-national-scandal-a-timeline-of-the-uk-governments-response-to-the-coronavi-
rus-crisis-b608682cdbe 

https://medium.com/@rupertjread/what-would-a-precautionary-approach-to-the-coronavirus-look-like-155626f7c2bd
https://medium.com/@rupertjread/what-would-a-precautionary-approach-to-the-coronavirus-look-like-155626f7c2bd
https://bylinetimes.com/2020/04/23/the-coronavirus-crisis-documents-reveal-government-and-nervtag-breached-own-scientific-risk-assessment-guidance/
https://bylinetimes.com/2020/04/23/the-coronavirus-crisis-documents-reveal-government-and-nervtag-breached-own-scientific-risk-assessment-guidance/
https://medium.com/@ian_js/a-national-scandal-a-timeline-of-the-uk-governments-response-to-the-coronavirus-crisis-b608682cdbe
https://medium.com/@ian_js/a-national-scandal-a-timeline-of-the-uk-governments-response-to-the-coronavirus-crisis-b608682cdbe
https://medium.com/@ian_js/a-national-scandal-a-timeline-of-the-uk-governments-response-to-the-coronavirus-crisis-b608682cdbe
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governments which let their peoples down by being unprec-
autious even regarding the immediate threat posed by Covid-
19 – by allowing hyper-mobility to continue even when it was 
clear that we were heading towards a pandemic, by prioritising 
economic growth over life itself, by failing to provide sick pay 
for those in the gig economy etc., who therefore were incen-
tivised to work sick and keep spreading the virus, and so on – 
most certainly cannot be trusted to deal with the more diffuse 
yet ultimately far more cascading, terminal and total threat of 
the ecological emergency. Covid-19 has been a dry run for the 
emergency: governments such as ours did not succeed in that 
dry run. We ran the experiment once, which is all you ever get 
to do in the real world; we (rather: our government) fucked up 
royally; so now it is time to trust citizens and experts instead.

4. The radical newness of the moment we are inhabiting may 
well change our collective sense of history itself. The outbreak 
is unprecedented – there has never been a pandemic with the 
capacity for massive mortality in our globalised time; and never 
before in our lifetimes has our sense of ‘progress’ been chal-
lenged in this way. Time may well be divided into a new BC and 
AC: Before Corona and After Corona. Any attempt to blindly 
return to normal after this will be haunted by this question: 
What is ‘normal’ now?

5. The shared vulnerability we are experiencing could be reacted 
against by a retreat into separate silos, a conceptual echo of 
our current physical distancing. Or it could propel us into an 
emerging global consciousness that brings us together in our 
vulnerability and that manifests a more beautiful world that just 
possibly is starting to become actual. The call that the Covid-
19 crisis makes upon us is surely to the latter : because it shows 
us that my health is your health; that there is no health without 
public health. The challenge it calls us to, surely, is to make this 
emphatically and unequivocally a trans-national, trans-political 
issue of empathy. And to carry that sense of empathy forward 
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into the longer emergencies that will be here even after a vac-
cine for Covid-19 comes along (assuming it does).

6. This moment, this tragic and horrific event, this shared emer-
gency and this arising consciousness, is changing what is under-
stood to be possible. Further, it is already changing what is. In 
bad ways, and good. And the way it works on people is going 
to be complex – and sometimes surprising. 

7. Many people – those who survive and who are not crushed by 
the grief that is engulfing some of us – will likely recall this time 
positively. Because suddenly their lives have meaning; because 
they know what/who they love, perhaps for the first time. 
Many survivors of World War II later recalled it as one of the 
best times of their lives. Counter-intuitive, but true. There’s an 
‘apocalypse’ moment here in the deepest etymological sense of 
the word. ‘Apocalypse’ means ‘drawing back the veil’. What we 
are going through reveals the ‘reveal’ in revelation. Where we 
see and feel what really matters; perhaps for the first time.

8. Thus there really is, I think, the possibility of a positive through-
line here, one which centres on us learning, in this emer-
gency, what really matters. Love matters more than ‘growth’. 
Your father matters more than another point on (or off) GDP. 
Human life matters more than ‘the economy’. If that truth lands, 
it will have transformative power.

9. Disasters can bring out the best in us.77 Disasters call upon 
us to be our best. They often lead to us suspending normal 
rules of decorum or of self-interestedness, and to our exhibit-
ing altruism we didn’t even know we were capable of. We are 
seeing #everydayheroism aplenty. We are building paradises 
in the midst of hells. Disasters are disasters; but they invari-
ably contain the possibility of a silver lining, if we are ready to 

77 See https://www.resilience.org/stories/2019-10-29/
disaster-localization-a-constructive-response-to-climate-chaos/

https://www.resilience.org/stories/2019-10-29/disaster-localization-a-constructive-response-to-climate-chaos/
https://www.resilience.org/stories/2019-10-29/disaster-localization-a-constructive-response-to-climate-chaos/
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make it. This one is a hard disaster to make something good 
from, for sure – especially because we can’t gather together in 
the way people did during, say, the Blitz. But we’re finding ways 
of making it happen, all the same; not just online, but through 
mutual aid, and more – read on…

10. Covid-19 is showing us that we are good! Sure, there has been 
stockpiling verging on hoarding, but let’s not be too judgemental 
of that. In this unprecedented situation it is natural to feel the 
fear and to feel concern about your own larder. It shows in fact a 
healthy awareness that this is for real – which, if it carries forward 
to awareness of our vulnerability to interruptions by climate 
disasters of a fragile just-in-time food system, will be healthier still. 
Especially if we then get serious about building redundancy and 
buffering into what is an overly ‘optimised’ system. Furthermore, 
it shows a realistic appraisal of the lack of guarantees from a gov-
ernment that would have been able to reassure people if it had 
implemented, say, a food-rationing scheme. In any case, Covid-19 
is showing us the very best of ourselves, above all in the selfless 
professionalism of health care workers and in the marvellous 
outpourings of love for those workers. When I went out to my 
front doorstep on 26 March at 8pm to #clapforourcarers, I was 
afraid there would be a poor turnout. Maybe everyone else had 
the same fear. But we needn’t have done. Most of my street was 
there, on our front doorsteps and at our windows. It was so 
moving, such a tremendous experience of community. This gives 
real hope. For if, in this hard disaster, where physical distancing 
can make us feel a little paranoid even towards our neighbours, 
we are still succeeding in building community more than ever 
before, then how much easier that community building could 
be once the pandemic is over and we can literally stand shoul-
der to shoulder to tackle the enduring challenges of our age. My 
own experience in the pandemic has been one of experiencing 
physical distancing as itself a manifestation of community and of 
care. When I’ve been out for my daily exercise, I’ve found a new-
found fellowship with others in keeping two metres away from 
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them. Paradoxically but truly, there’s been more good will, more 
togetherness, in our keeping apart than I’ve felt for many, many 
years in my community. My sense as we’ve kept carefully apart 
from one another is that precisely in that care we are in this 
together. And this is something that my heart yearns for. 

11. This radical experience of community will not just fade away. 
Sure, some with vested interests in returning us to the old 
growthist treadmill will try to make us forget it; sure, some of 
us will want to forget it, because of the pain of this time and 
also because of the hope that was born in this time. For hope 
is painful; hope renders you vulnerable (see Thesis 22). It will be 
tempting to forget. But this is history we are living through. This 
is the meaning of the human story morphing, right now in real 
time. This is a moment that will live in our memories, like it or 
not. This radical experience of community is with us now, part of 
what we cannot help knowing to be possible, real, literally vital. 
For Covid-19 forces us, wonderfully, to think like a community. In 
the best possible sense, the coronavirus actually does force us to 
think like a ‘herd’. In the early stages of a pandemic, it is tempt-
ing to think like an individual: ‘the chances of me suffering from 
this, at least at this point, are very remote. The chances of me 
carrying this and infecting others, at least at this point, are like-
wise very remote. So I’ll go on acting as I normally do for now.’ 
But if everyone thinks like that then it guarantees the pandemic 
will spread like wildfire – and that soon it will no longer be true 
that the chances are remote. What is needed is for everyone to 
think towards the community level from the beginning. And that 
is how we have been learning to think. For in countries where 
we haven’t, we’ve noticed the cost.

12. This pandemic could claim millions of lives, and leave millions with 
damaged health.78 We do not yet know the possible extent of 
the global tragedy that will unfold in the coming months (and 

78 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/
coronavirus-could-cause-secondary-illnesses-including-chronic/ 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/coronavirus-could-cause-secondary-illnesses-including-chronic/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/coronavirus-could-cause-secondary-illnesses-including-chronic/
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years). The lockdown of entire countries gives us all, however, an 
opportunity to pause and to start to reassess the sort of society 
we have created: the global society that co-created the Covid-19 
pandemic, through its destruction of habitats and its wildlife mar-
kets (see Thesis 24), and through its hyper-mobility (see Thesis 
13). We should take this opportunity to reflect on the blindness 
and even hellishness that have been part of and consequences 
of our ‘normal’ lives and systems. And to reflect on the fabulous 
things we have been taking for granted, before this pandemic: like 
being able to hug friends, and being able to take holidays in nature.

13. And we should reflect on the extreme fragility of our eco-
nomically globalised world. The fact that a virus can spread 
so fast and shut down large sections of the global economy 
in a matter of months should deeply worry us. (This is espe-
cially relevant in the context of catastrophic climate change, 
which threatens to do much the same but on an unimaginably 
magnified scale.) If we want to get serious about minimising 
harms like this, then we should scale back economic globalisa-
tion and reduce the extent to which countries require inter-
national trade and travel. Countries and localities should have 
food sovereignty, be less dependent on others, be more resil-
ient, be less physically interconnected. Producing more stuff on 
a local or regional level will inoculate us against the types of 
supply-line disruptions that we can fully expect catastrophic cli-
mate change to bring – disruptions that we are about to expe-
rience some of, due to Covid-19; a further development of 
our sense of shared vulnerability. Reducing international travel 
will also reduce climate-deadly emissions, of course, just as the 
virus already has. What this is all part of is a revival of the 
local – something that many across the political spectrum are 
hungry for.

14. However, a less economically globalised world does not mean a 
more Balkanised or nationalistic world. Moving to stop interna-
tional air travel that is carrying the virus, moving to implement 



147

26. Theses on the Coronavirus Crisis 

quarantines and lockdowns: these are not autocratic actions, 
they are intelligent actions for public health. As noted in Thesis 
5 this corona crisis is all about interconnectedness, interde-
pendence, indivisibility – but achieving these things need not 
equate to going places; as we are experiencing, under lock-
down. Likewise, let’s preserve and enhance our sense of mutual 
union while relocalising our systems. Let’s stay in touch across 
the world online while radically reducing the movement of 
goods and of people. We need more political co-operation – 
international co-operation – on medical responses to the pan-
demic (as well as on other things such as the biodiversity and 
climate emergencies); we are realising, slightly late in the day, 
that organisations such as the World Health Organisation are 
(literally) vital. But that needn’t involve old-fashioned summitry 
with leaders flying in and making pledges on climate that their 
own behaviour starkly contradicts. Our arising global conscious-
nesses can enable us to understand how we help each other 
by all making our places and spaces less physically intercon-
nected. We practise care for each other by reducing the extent 
to which we engage in pointless international ‘food-swaps’, and 
by increasing the extent to which we look to strengthen biore-
gional economies and polities.

15. Lockdown isn’t easy, it isn’t what any of us would have chosen. 
But millions of people and workplaces are beginning to dis-
cover that the amount of work that can be done at home is far 
greater than is often assumed. In-person meetings can often be 
replaced by well-worded emails or videoconferencing. These 
are preferable from an ecological perspective, more efficient 
timewise, and much more family friendly – allowing people 
with children to work from home. The reduction in air pollu-
tion that such measures lead to would also vastly reduce respi-
ratory disease, making people less vulnerable to viruses like this 
in future. There are humungous costs to a world whose wheels 
are oiled by normalised long stressful daily commutes: tens of 
millions of wasted hours every day. Once the lockdowns end, 
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we should seek to preserve the positive lessons we’ve learnt 
about how we can live differently, not just try to flip back to 
‘business as usual’. My hope is that this global tragedy can lead 
to seeds of positive change. In ways that are already hinted at 
in theses 2, 5, 13 and 14, I hope this will prove to be a sustained 
wakeup call to how poorly prepared the world is for the cli-
mate crisis that we are hurtling towards. And I hope that right 
now we stay safe and support our communities. Because with-
out that sort of solidarity, emergencies will always be worse 
than they need to be. I believe that these hopes could truly be 
realised. This is a moment of testing. We are being tested by 
nature (see Thesis 24) and (inadvertently) by ourselves. Will 
we become smaller or rise with solidarity to the challenge?

16. The answer to that question depends on how the struggles 
over the meaning of this emergency unfold. Consider some 
oppositions that Covid-19 makes stark: people vs profit. Bailing 
us, the people, out vs bailing out corporations and carbon. 
Love vs desperate attempts to prolong business as usual. Love 
for the vulnerable and rage against the heartless machine vs 
thoughtlessness and an unwillingness to think beyond what we 
knew ‘B.C.’. Now is the time to decide whether to be real, or 
to try to shut out the facts that are battering on our minds 
with an insistence that will not be denied. Now is the time to 
get serious in asking how and why we have allowed ourselves 
to become collectively so vulnerable; and how we can care for 
our most vulnerable right now and in the longer term. 

17. But in a way the decision is made for us: business-as-usual is not 
possible. Radical change is coming. In fact, it is already here. A.C., 
the world will never be the same again. Never again will we be 
able to simply ignore the costs, the silent risks, of the project of 
economic globalisation. Never again will it be possible to pre-
tend that our love for one another is something marginal. 
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18. Never again will it be possible to pretend that there isn’t the 
money to make things better. Covid-19 has made wildly ambi-
tious ideas, way beyond the pale of political normality – such 
as stopping the destruction of biodiversity and ending cli-
mate-deadly carbon emissions in rich countries by 2025 (the 
second demand of Extinction Rebellion) – suddenly seem 
attainable: because we have seen governments move heaven 
and earth, with unimaginably vast economic packages, in the 
space of just weeks or even days. Covid-19 has made the ‘polit-
ically impossible’ necessary. Why stop at ‘mitigating’ the worst 
effects of climate damage? Covid-19 has given us a wonder-
ful new word: suppression. We ought to be suppressing cli-
mate-deadly carbon emissions as fast as we humanly can while 
effecting a just transition. So why not do it by 2025, to keep 
ourselves safe? And this directly implies changing everything, as 
we emerge from this corona emergency: after all, when your 
house has burnt down, why would you rebuild it as before? We 
need to rebuild together the house of our dreams, with love at 
its heart.

19. The deep learning that is possible hereabouts centres, I believe, 
not on the availability of vast economic ‘stimulus’ packages but 
on the following proposition: we should prioritise people, not 
‘the economy’. The economy is here to serve us: not vice versa. 
We should practise people-protection. Because people are 
experiencing their vulnerability, the vulnerability of those they 
love – it is possible that, in those countries where the response 
to the virus was botched, virtually everyone will eventually 
know someone who has died from this virus. And many of 
those who have died will have died because governments such 
as those in the US and UK prevaricated79 before taking serious 
precautionary action on Covid-19 – apparently because they 

79 See https://www.facebook.com/notes/rupert-read/open-letter-to-uk-government-from-the-
editor-of-the-lancet-chris-packham-george-/10163114716620301/ for the kind of thing they 
should have done.

https://www.facebook.com/notes/rupert-read/open-letter-to-uk-government-from-the-editor-of-the-lancet-chris-packham-george-/10163114716620301/
https://www.facebook.com/notes/rupert-read/open-letter-to-uk-government-from-the-editor-of-the-lancet-chris-packham-george-/10163114716620301/
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couldn’t bear to shut down economic business as usual. We 
see now that what ‘the economy’ really comprises is people 
who are vulnerable.

20. Of course, ‘the economy’ provides most of people’s food and 
livelihoods. But that can change. The economy as we know it 
dominates much of people’s lives, but we could have a provi-
sioning economy which is more limited, devoted to giving people 
what they need to exist. After all, we are learning more about 
what we actually need during this crisis; how much less we need 
than what the advertising- and marketing-fixated economy tells 
us we need. Or, drawing on Thesis 8, we could go further, as 
my friend Chris Keene suggested to me: Humankind existed 
for hundreds of thousands of years without an economy. All 
we need is water, food, shelter, clothing, medicine and energy 
… and connectivity to keep us all sane in lockdown. The gov-
ernment could organise the provision of all those things with-
out using money. Similarly, food rationing may yet be coming 
to countries like the UK, incapable as we are of feeding our-
selves, at some point during the time of Covid-1980 as an alter-
native to hoarding and possible breakdowns of social order, if 
some people cease to have enough food to live. And that’s an 
example of how there is something that truly trumps ‘the econ-
omy’: life and our societal determination to preserve it (or other-
wise). Of course, economic risk and hardship through this crisis 
are massive; of course, many people are going to be worrying 
about that a great deal too, now and for a long time to come. 
Worried about their jobs, their finances, etc. Indeed, we may be 
about to be precipitated into a global Depression. But even a 
Depression, if it is managed right, doesn’t literally kill people, or at 
least, not vastly many. Whereas the exponential potential of the 
coronavirus to take out the old and ill in thousands or perhaps 
tens of thousands daily, to overwhelm our healthcare systems, 

80 Because some key food exporters are banning exports: https://www.feedstrategy.com/
coronavirus/some-countries-ban-export-of-staple-crops-amid-covid-19/ 

https://www.feedstrategy.com/coronavirus/some-countries-ban-export-of-staple-crops-amid-covid-19/
https://www.feedstrategy.com/coronavirus/some-countries-ban-export-of-staple-crops-amid-covid-19/
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and thus to lead to a generalised public health catastrophe (and 
potentially a social order breakdown), is of a different order.  
 
In the end, what corona will surely teach us is that GDP isn’t all it 
is cracked up to be. When we remake the world economy out 
of this crisis, it will be essential to remake it in a way that prior-
itises lives and wellbeing.81 The pandemic has taught us whose 
work society really depends upon: the health workers, the food 
producers, the cleaners, etc. – often on low pay, much lower 
than those whose work is not at all essential, such as those who 
wheel and deal in anti-social financial services. Let’s not just flip 
back desperately to living the same way as before: to the air 
pollution, the noise pollution, the frantic commutes, the result-
ing fragilities that this virus has exploited. Let’s refuse the kind of 
mother of all spending sprees that our governments are already 
planning to frantically reboot economic growth – unless that 
spending is designed to actually make things better. Let’s remake 
our world in a manner that no longer worships that abstraction, 
‘the economy’, as if it is a deity. And crucially, let’s be certain to 
do this in a way that doesn’t throw us straight from the frying 
pan of corona into worse fires. If we try to ‘stimulate’ the econ-
omy regardless of other social or ecological costs, we will prove 
that actually we learnt nothing of significance from this existential 
crisis. After 2008, we didn’t put people or planet at the centre of 
our reconstruction efforts and look where that got us. We can’t 
afford to do that again. Surely, through lived experience, this time 
we have learned. We’ve learned the hard way that there are no 
degrees of separation. 

21. Once there has been this shared sense of emergency, of deep 
vulnerability, there is no going back. If as a species we can learn 
from this, change some of our practices, embrace precaution 
and ethics, build on the mutual aid and love we have shown 

81 See https://planb.earth/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Press-release-26-March-2020-final.pdf for 
an XR-ish picture of this.

https://planb.earth/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Press-release-26-March-2020-final.pdf


152

Extinction Rebellion: Insights from the Inside

during this time of corona, we will be forever changed. Imagine 
not only being able to hug your friends and parents again, but 
then holding onto the knowledge of that preciousness. Make 
that real. The way to honour the memory of those who have 
died and are dying is not to lurch back to the system that con-
tributed to killing them. It’s to co-create something better. 

22. In Thesis 2 I suggested there’s an equality in our shared vulner-
ability. This is true if we truly care about our elders (and about 
the medically vulnerable). If those among us who are lucky 
enough to have low (no one has zero) susceptibility to Covid-
19 are serious about loving our parents and grandparents, our 
uncles and aunts, our more vulnerable friends, etc., really take 
to heart their vulnerability, then we are all vulnerable. For love 
makes us vulnerable – and this is a good thing. To paraphrase 
C.S. Lewis: the only place outside heaven where one is immune 
to that kind of vulnerability is hell. It’s connected to the fact that 
the capacity to grieve is part of what makes us human.82 There 
is no love, without, sooner or later, grief. We’ve been reminded, 
in this corona crisis, about what’s important: our care and love 
for one another and having a system that makes that possible 
and lasting. We can build the future around that.

23. This makes possible a gift from this virus to our common 
future. We are, as Dougald Hine has said, experiencing a plan-
etary crisis of parental mortality.83 Those of us who are not in 
the highest age-risk bracket vis-à-vis Covid-19 are having to 
face, all at the same time, the prospect of potentially losing our 
parents or grandparents. And that potential requires of course 
a loving precautionary protective response. What love in the 
time of corona means includes not needlessly hugging, so as 
to preserve life. The young love the old in this crisis; through 

82 See my philosophicalish picture of how this is so: https://rupertread.net/writings/2019/
what-grief-personal-and-philosophical-answer 

83 See this special episode of Dougal Hine’s Notes from Underground podcast: https://www.lis-
tennotes.com/podcasts/notes-from/special-edition-the-price-of-vOfUpmd31ut/

https://rupertread.net/writings/2019/what-grief-personal-and-philosophical-answer
https://rupertread.net/writings/2019/what-grief-personal-and-philosophical-answer
https://www.listennotes.com/podcasts/notes-from/special-edition-the-price-of-vOfUpmd31ut/
https://www.listennotes.com/podcasts/notes-from/special-edition-the-price-of-vOfUpmd31ut/


153

26. Theses on the Coronavirus Crisis 

mutual aid, through physical distancing, through just caring and 
loving, and so forth; the old will afterward have the chance 
to repay the favour. Can the old learn to love the young in 
the longer emergency of the climate and ecological crisis? 
Corona is a test-case; looming climate breakdown will be even 
harder to pass. Climate is so much harder than corona to deal 
with, for beings such as ourselves with narrow time-horizons. 
And yet, as hinted in theses 8 and 9: there’s also a sense in 
which it is easier. For corona may sometimes make us afraid 
of each other, and so potentially pushes us away from each 
other into illusions of separation (even as we know that we 
are tied together in a common fate by the possibility of conta-
gion – and by the public health sanity and forcefulness needed 
in order to counter that contagion). Whereas with climate, at 
least it is clear that we have to come together in the mother 
of all mobilisations in order to have any chance whatever of 
rising to the challenge. What corona offers us, in short, is the 
prospect of intergenerational reconciliation. Nothing could be 
more badly needed, for us to have a future. Once we’ve saved 
the old, we must save the young.

24. The Covid-19 pandemic has moreover shown that we destroy 
the natural world at our peril. Destroying the forest habitats 
of bats and pangolins (and caging them) pushes the corona-
viruses that live on them to seek new hosts instead – in this 
case, humans. Coronavirus is a warning from nature84 as well 
as a test. Will we heed the warning? Will we pass the test? 
That depends on us; it depends on me, and you, and everyone 
else, and on what we learn while we spend this unique time 
#alonetogether.85

84 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/18/
tip-of-the-iceberg-is-our-destruction-of-nature-responsible-for-covid-19-aoe 

85 See https://rebellion.earth/wp/wp-content/
uploads/2020/03/covid-19_regen_handbook_FINAL2.
pdf?fbclid=IwAR2Rk2wshd3UjgxEVGH7Pq1pnsUtPv6c5WS18mc-K7pOsqkohz3VDJDR6BU 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/18/tip-of-the-iceberg-is-our-destruction-of-nature-responsible-for-covid-19-aoe
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/18/tip-of-the-iceberg-is-our-destruction-of-nature-responsible-for-covid-19-aoe
https://rebellion.earth/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/covid-19_regen_handbook_FINAL2.pdf?fbclid=IwAR
https://rebellion.earth/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/covid-19_regen_handbook_FINAL2.pdf?fbclid=IwAR
https://rebellion.earth/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/covid-19_regen_handbook_FINAL2.pdf?fbclid=IwAR
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25. Dangerous anthropogenic climate change will produce more 
pandemics.86 It may already have increased the risk and played 
a role in the coronavirus outbreak. In this specific regard, 
Covid-19 really is like a relatively mild dry run. We could get 
something far, far worse down the line. We have to rein in the 
exponential expansion of industrial civilisation, the excessive 
land use changes, destruction of rainforests, encroachment on 
wildlife, and beyond. If we don’t, this horror-story is only a taste 
of things to come.

26. It is very hard for human beings to imagine things radically out-
side their experience. A ‘normalcy bias’ makes us very poor at 
being ready for ‘black swan’ events. Uncertainty, ‘fat tails’, and 
precaution are little understood.87 Crude, over-simplified ver-
sions of ‘evidence-based’ analysis predominate. There has been 
no true global pandemic with high mortality within the life-
times of virtually anyone now alive, i.e., since the Spanish flu. 
And since then we have, as humans, become more and more 
pleased with ourselves, increasingly confident that our technol-
ogy, science, and understanding are such that we are allegedly 
near-invulnerable to threats from the mere natural world. Such 
hubris comes before a fall. Humanity has stumbled in response 
to the coronavirus, but not fallen. If we can learn from the 
stumbling, then we might even now manage to avoid the fall 
that the ecological emergency represents. Doing so, as set out 
in Thesis 21, would be the best conceivable way of memorialising 
those who died, most of them unnecessarily, in the coronavirus 
pandemic.

86 See https://www.resilience.org/stories/2019-07-24/global-pandemics/ , penned before this 
pandemic.

87 On why, see my article at https://iai.tv/articles/
pandemic-precaution-and-moral-obligation-auid-1383 

https://www.resilience.org/stories/2019-07-24/global-pandemics/
https://iai.tv/articles/pandemic-precaution-and-moral-obligation-auid-1383
https://iai.tv/articles/pandemic-precaution-and-moral-obligation-auid-1383
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now is the time – or else our 
hopes start to fade

This piece, not previously published, is a counterpoint to the previous chapter. 
Here, rather than accentuating the positive possibilities the start of the 2020s 
presents us, I take a ruthlessly realistic look at the prospects for movements 
like XR – and by extension for humanity – in light of how the Covid-19 crisis is 
so far playing out. This represents a new frontier in facing up to reality (at least 
for me!) and suggests just how challenging the state of play is for XR (and for 
humanity) as it moves into its new phase – ‘XR 2.0’, as some of us are calling it. 
If my ‘26 Theses’ were a kind of prayer for what ought to happen now, this is my 
grittier prescription for adapting to the situation we are likely to find ourselves in.

As this book comes towards its end, let me start by making a reflective 
remark about the psychological nature of activism typical among those 
of us awake to the threat to our common future. We cycle through 
periods of hopelessness on the one hand and desperate hope-against-
hope on the other. We veer between not seeing how we can possibly 
make it through the long climate emergency, and insisting that we will. 
Between being tempted to give up, and throwing our all into a coura-
geous no-holds-barred defence of Mother Earth and of our children.

If you’ve ever been tempted to give up – and I know you have! – then 
2020 has already become a year to remember. Covid-19 has proven 
that one should never feel too sure of the state of the world or of what 
is or isn’t possible. 
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It’s been the worst of times and yet, in a way, the best of times. We’ve 
had the chance to feel emergency together – the very vulnerabilities, sup-
ply-chain issues, the very sense of disaster and of unity that we in XR sought 
to evoke through our rebellions, have been scaled up for us in a manner 
more powerful than we could have imagined. Whole fleets of planes have 
been grounded, air pollution has fallen dramatically, where nature was ban-
ished she has begun to return. Britain’s climate-deadly emissions fell by a 
third in one month! Together, to save our most vulnerable, we decided to 
protectively contract the economy. (Don’t let them get away with calling it 
a ‘recession’. It’s a deliberate, wise, protective contraction.)

Doesn’t your heart leap to contemplate it?

If we had thought it was too late, we’ve been given one, almost cer-
tainly last, chance to get things right. These moments of reset don’t 
come around every year, nor even every decade. (The previous such 
chance was in 2008.) This is it, now.

But at the very same time we need to be realistic. The forces block-
ing a profound, full post-corona reset are impossibly vast. Financial and 
political power are gearing up right now for a good (sic) old-fashioned 
growthist rebound. There is already plenty of carbon bailing-out going 
on,88 a bonfire of environmental regulations in the USA, and strongmen 
around the world (for whom ecology is not exactly a top priority!) 
making opportunistic grabs for more power. The digital behemoths are 
immensely strengthened; meanwhile, public transport is challenged as 
it never has been before, by the virus.

This is likely our last best chance and we must seize it. But I hate to 
break it to you – though I think that deep down you already know full 
well – it’s not going to be the full salvation we might wish for. 

The cycle outlined at the start of this piece needs to be brought to 
an end. This is very hard to accept. But actually, our realest hope lies 

88 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/17/polluter-bailouts-and- 
lobbying-during-covid-19-pandemic

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/17/polluter-bailouts-and-
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in accepting it. Through brave actions and absolute determination, we 
must achieve a reset that works for people and planet. But we have to 
do so while being clear in our hearts that we just are not going to win 
outright. That the best that we can hope for is to soften the blow that 
humanity is going to receive in the 2020s. Environmental scientists have 
themselves now started saying this.89 

Remember that we face a potential dilemma: if our advocacy for a 
more equal post-growth future seriously threatens the lifestyles of the 
rich and powerful (or of ordinary people), it will likely fuel the ‘populist’ 
counter-reaction. Is there any honest scenario that enables us to win 
deeply, swiftly, and completely enough that we can realistically picture 
resetting from this crisis in such a way that we achieve carbon-zero and 
biodiversity-loss-zero in countries like Australia and the UK by 2025? 
Across the whole world, by 2030? 

The International Energy Agency forecasts an 8% drop in climate-deadly 
carbon emissions this year. Amazing. This is it, that rarest of opportuni-
ties: the collective chance to reset, that we so desperately needed. But 
we need to maintain – in fact, to exceed – that 8% momentum every 
year for the next decade, while somehow accommodating or dealing 
with continuing demands from powerful quarters for the full, enduring 
‘re-opening’ of the economy. Is that really going to happen?

So: let’s not pretend that the reset will be all we desperately hope for. 
In fact, if we were to think that way we would be setting ourselves up 
for burnout – and that, of course, is what the cycle I referred to at the 
start of this piece is really about. We would be setting ourselves up for 
another round of devastating disappointment.

What does this imply? It implies that anyone imagining that the reset 
from this crisis can be a full salvation requires some gentle, loving defla-
tion. Fantasies of imminent triumph are not the best we can do. If we 

89 In fact, some of them are going considerably further than me – check out this multi-
signed letter in The Guardian: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/10/
after-coronavirus-focus-on-the-climate-emergency

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/10/after-coronavirus-focus-on-the-climate-emergency
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/10/after-coronavirus-focus-on-the-climate-emergency
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recognise them within ourselves – and who doesn’t? – then it’s time to 
take a loving look at them and start to let them go. 

By being honest in this way, we gain the clarity to see what this rarest 
of all windows of opportunity actually offers us. It is not some glori-
ous utopian victory. It is survival. It is a gentle descent from our current 
civilisational hubris, and wise adaptation to the climate and ecological 
decline baked into the next generation.

XR needs millions of people all around the world who are inspired 
enough by the upside of human nature that has been so visible in this 
pandemic, angry enough at their failed governments, and determined 
enough to seize this last chance, to come together in clarity to reset – 
in a rather different way to what we have been imagining.

The only way we find these millions of recruits is if we signal clearly 
that they can’t rely on XR to save the day for them. Instead, what’s 
needed is that spirit of true mutuality that has been so splendidly visi-
ble these last months. Those who have been close to getting on board 
with us need a final push: that push, paradoxically, is XR being straight 
with them that we’re not going to pull off some magical victory. 
Straight talk achieves resonance and congruence where ‘Pollyanna’-
style dreams cannot.

There’s a space between total defeat (the eco-driven societal collapse 
that’s coming if the reset from corona is not sufficiently wise) and the 
victory that most of us harbour desperate hopes of. It’s that space that 
the corona crisis opens up – of potential flourishing and resilience, even 
as we adapt to a world whose ecology will be continuing, on balance, 
to worsen for a long time to come.

Talk of phase-shift to some new civilisation where everything is going 
to be different and great is bullshit. The simplistic heroic story of ‘Twelve 
years (or twelve months) to save the world’ is hopium; a dangerous 
drug. A story we tell ourselves so that we can picture ourselves as 
heroes or martyrs or messiahs, while crowding out the messier truth.
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Our world isn’t going to be saved. But we can still stop it from being 
committed to destruction.

But we’re already on the brink of losing our last best chance to pre-
vent a catastrophic collapse event or events which will make the awful 
coronavirus crisis look small by comparison. We will so collapse, unless 
we can dare to be brave enough to admit that everything is not going 
to be OK. When citizens, the elites, and our potential activists and allies 
see XR evincing such honesty, it will create the space for them, too, to 
face the emptiness inside. By being in this way brave ourselves, we offer 
them the courage to admit that they are terrified and in despair too. 
For they, too, want to stand up and be counted. But so long as they 
can outsource to us their imagined salvation, then the existential crisis 
that the existential threat facing human civilisation should manifest will 
not happen.

This is a prime, vital chance for truth-telling. For acknowledging that the 
best we can now hope for is a kind of marvellous muddling through; 
and even that is going to take extraordinary courage, extraordinary 
willingness to change, extraordinary willingness to ‘sacrifice’. We are 
going to have to act like we have little left to lose, as is true.

If I’ve sounded slightly repetitive, it is deliberate. The message is an 
un-easy one; it needs repeated contemplation. 

When I contemplate the truth that it’s time to give up the hope I’ve 
cherished all my adult life for us to win, I feel grief. This rare, desperately 
urgent reset-moment is, in truth, for something much less than we’d 
hoped for, something decidedly imperfect. And as a society or species 
we’ll still probably blow it; we’ll probably miss it, waste it … and, if we 
waste it completely, then we’ll most likely be ‘committed’ to collapsing. 
That is deeply saddening. 

Of course, even if that is the way things go, a luta continua – and the 
struggle will probably morph into one between better and worse ways 
of collapsing. That would still be a struggle utterly worth taking part 
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in. It’s never too late to do the right thing. ‘Deep Adaptation’, readying 
oneself and one’s society for potential collapse, is worthwhile. Indeed, 
I’ve argued already in this book that it is deeply necessary. It is a crucial 
part of the adaptation process we now need.

But what a shame if we lose the chance to pre-empt Deep Adaptation 
from becoming the only game in town.

Owning up to that possibility, I feel the same kind of nervousness and 
loneliness that I did three years ago, when I started saying that this civil-
isation is coming to an end. I was horribly worried then that I would be 
called out as a defeatist, even a traitor, and that indeed the real-world 
effect of my truth-telling would be to demoralise the very activists who 
most need bucking up. But it turned out my worries were largely mis-
placed. The calling-out I feared hardly ever happened; it turned out that, 
far from condemning myself to a lonely ghetto, I had found my gang. 
And it was massive and had a plan for changing the world. 

So I’m seeking to trust now, as I have learned to over time. To trust that 
this new version of my message will also find its resonance. To trust in 
what my spirit knows: that we must remain honest in acknowledging 
that a ‘green industrial revolution’ would not save us, and that in any 
case such a transition is not going to happen everywhere, fast enough. 

The coronavirus has taught us to feel our vulnerability. Amidst its horror, 
that is an incalculable gift. We squander it if we race off into fantasies of 
new invulnerability. The virus has shown us the brittleness of our sys-
tems. There really is a huge opportunity here: to strengthen them. To 
relocalise. To stop relying so much on long, polluting supply-chains. To 
adapt! This will be transformative, if we succeed in it.

And to end on a genuine note of new hope: It’s not just the likely 
last chance for transformative adaptation, it is truly our best chance. 
How so? Because lockdown has been the mother of all pauses. This 
is the first time in decades, centuries even, that many parts of the 
world, including cities, have seen peace and quiet. An appreciation for 
nature and for calm like we haven’t known before has suddenly been 
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democratised. Nature likes it, and so do we. Covid-19 has kickstarted 
a rewilding, a re-opening of space for nature and for the restoration of 
biodiverse places, and the allying to that of appropriate agroecological 
and permacultural methods in food-growing. Here is an opportunity as 
great as it is rare for a serious agenda to create systemic change.

If we can play a part in making that happen, that will be a powerful way 
of loving life indeed.

Our descent from the world as we’ve hitherto made and known it can 
be brutal, rapid, uncontrolled. Or it can be soft and wise. If enough of 
us understand that to choose a path other than feasible adaptation is 
to choose the path of collapse, then we can realise the promise of our 
movement. We can rebel successfully against extinction, we can consid-
erably mitigate the ecological crisis, we can prefigure a culture that will 
be regenerative rather than destructive. We can manifest the spirit our 
time demands, beautifully, lovingly – and efficaciously.

What more could you hope for?
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the rebellion hypothesis:  
crisis, inaction, and the question 
of civil disobedience 
Samuel Alexander

I am grateful for this opportunity to provide a closing statement to 
this collection of essays. One approach would be to review the con-
tent in the preceding pages, highlighting the points of agreement and 
exploring any points of disagreement, doubt, or uncertainty. But given 
that this is a relatively short book, a summary doesn’t seem necessary, 
nor does it seem right to present a sympathetic critique of this issue 
or that framing, especially since readers will still be digesting the ideas 
and perspectives which are rich in provocations. Instead, I will offer a 
few thoughts of my own, in ways that I hope serve as a fitting conclu-
sion… to what may really just be beginning. As Rupert suggested in 
the preface, the Covid-19 disruption could well mark a coherent dis-
tinction between the first phase – Extinction Rebellion 1.0 – and the 
post-Covid era – Extinction Rebellion 2.0, where the world will be, and 
should be, especially sensitive to the social justice dimensions of any 
bold climate response. 

Extinction Rebellion, as we have seen, has emerged as one of the most 
active and prominent faces of the environmental movement around 
the world. While a ‘protest’ on a particular issue may come and go, a 
‘rebellion’ defines itself by the breadth of its opposition and the refusal 
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to fade away, even in the face of slow progress or backlash from the 
state – or even in the face of a pandemic that prohibits mass mobili-
sations in the streets. Whether Extinction Rebellion can live up to its 
name remains to be seen, but the forces of resistance do seem to be 
on the rise (Read, 2019; see also Chapter 13 in this book). 

As we have seen, Extinction Rebellion (or XR) has three principles or 
demands:

1. Government must tell the truth by declaring a climate and eco-
logical emergency, working with other institutions to communi-
cate the urgency for change;

2. Government must act now to halt biodiversity loss and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 2025; 

3. Government must create and be led by the decisions of a 
Citizens’ Assembly on climate and ecological justice. 

All these principles deserve critical consideration and ongoing debate 
(see Farrell et al., 2019), and reasonable people can accept them, chal-
lenge them, or disagree with aspects of them. Indeed, XR itself views 
these demands as part of an ongoing process of discussion and refine-
ment, and how the movement and its key issues are framed has not 
been free from criticism, even by sympathetic voices (see e.g., Resilience, 
2019). We have seen a good dose of critical reflection in this book too, 
not just unqualified praise. What is clear is that achieving the goals 
of XR will raise all sorts of deep complexities and thorny challenges, 
which may only be resolvable – if resolvable at all – through the messy 
process of lived experience and experimentation. 

Nobody has all the answers; a swift decarbonisation of the global 
economy is an intimidating task, supported by the science but utterly 
unprecedented in human history; there is no detailed blueprint to tell 
us how to do it. But there is a clear distinction between XR and most 
other forms of thinking and practice in the environmental movement 
today. In the attempt to respond appropriately to climate breakdown 
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and the broader environmental crisis (see Steffen et al., 2015), we have 
seen that XR is explicitly holding up nonviolent civil disobedience as 
an important and perhaps necessary part of the socio-political strategy 
for achieving a just and sustainable world (Extinction Rebellion, 2019a; 
Hallam, 2019). 

In this closing essay I will argue that XR and rebellions like it are almost 
certainly going to grow in coming months and years as more people 
around the world become politically frustrated, angry, scared, and 
directly impacted by inaction in the face of today’s overlapping eco-
logical and humanitarian crises. I call this anticipated growth in XR and 
related movements the ‘rebellion hypothesis’, and I explain and defend 
the hypothesis below. Although I sympathise with the broad goals of 
XR, and have participated in many XR events, my argument herein is 
not that this and related movements should grow – a question I leave 
open for readers to determine for themselves. My argument is that 
they will grow, as behavioural shifts in society (or psychological tipping 
points) are provoked by the ongoing deterioration of Earth systems 
and rising existential threats to the community of life (Tollefson, 2019). 

Put otherwise, I will argue that inaction has diminishing marginal 
returns, which makes social mobilisations for change more likely over 
time, since the real and perceived cost/benefit analysis of the environ-
mental predicament tilts in favour of collective action. Whether this 
mobilisation occurs in time to avoid worst-case scenarios, however, is 
unknowable. Although my focus here is specifically on XR, the primary 
argument is about the rise of environmental activism more generally in 
coming years and decades, irrespective of whether these uprisings con-
tinue to march under the banner of ‘Extinction Rebellion’. 

In this post-script I will also assess the unsettling strategy of ‘civil dis-
obedience’ – the practice of non-violently breaking the law to advance 
social, political, or environmental causes. Uncomfortable though it can 
make us feel, it is important for a society to understand the motiva-
tions for civil disobedience and evaluate the reasons given for prac-
tising this radical and disruptive strategy for societal change. Some 
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commentators will be tempted to dismiss XR activists as mere ‘trou-
ble-makers’ or even ‘criminals’, but such reactions, though understand-
able, risk mis-characterising these ethically motivated actions that are 
designed to be confronting, inconvenient, and disruptive – for a noble 
cause. 

Even though most of us probably have reservations and concerns 
about civil disobedience, we must nevertheless appreciate that many of 
the most significant social and political advances over the last century 
owe much to social movements that engaged in civil disobedience as 
a primary strategy (Chenoweth and Stephen, 2010). One might think 
especially of Gandhi and the independence movement from British 
rule, the suffragette movement, and the civil rights movement. Rupert 
has rightly noted that the challenges of these movements and the chal-
lenges of XR are qualitatively different. Nevertheless, these esteemed 
traditions raise the disconcerting question: might future advances in 
society also demand civil disobedience? 

Deep history, deep future:  
An ecological acknowledgement of country 

Before looking more closely at XR, some context is required to fully 
understand this movement. Accordingly, I would like to begin this 
Australian-based essay, as one often begins a talk, by acknowledging 
the traditional custodians of the land on which I write – the Wurundjiri 
people of the Kulin Nation. I pay my respects to the elders, past, pres-
ent, and emerging. These have always been lands where people have 
gathered for purposes of conversation, collaboration, and self-gover-
nance, and I feel honoured to be participating in that tradition, even 
though I find myself in the complex situation of occupying land whose 
sovereignty has never been ceded. I am still learning how to belong. 

But what does it mean to acknowledge the traditional custodians of 
this (or any other colonised) land? It is very easy to say these things; 
it is much harder to know what it actually means; harder still to apply 
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and live its truth. Let us briefly recall the colonial history in Australia 
to which I refer. In 1788 the British Crown turned up in Australia as 
a military force, and despite seeing the diverse cultures of Aboriginal 
Australians living on this land, the Crown declared terra nullius, which 
Australian readers will know translates as ‘empty land’ or ‘land that 
belongs to no one’. 

It was assumed that this land was empty because there was noth-
ing which the Crown recognised as ‘civilised people’ living in Australia, 
despite the fact there was an Aboriginal population of somewhere 
between 300,000 and one million (Pascoe, 2018). Since the land was 
‘empty’ according to these self-serving colonial assumptions, this gave 
a thin veneer of legitimacy to the occupation of Australia – an act 
of interpretive violence that of course soon evolved into acts of vio-
lence plain and simple. Indigenous populations do not often or ever 
freely give up their land or rights of self-governance to invading nations. 
Therefore, the stronger military powers have to resort to massacre 
and violence. Australian history is an example of a broader colonial 
history. 

This colonial history, which still resonates in cultural and institutional 
reality today, is especially troubling in the context of the environment 
crisis we find ourselves in, so let me briefly dwell on this connection. 
Recent archeological evidence suggests that indigenous Australians 
have walked these lands for probably 65,000 years or longer (Pascoe, 
2018). At once there is a striking lesson here: Australia’s First Peoples 
did not undermine ecosystems in fatal ways. I do not want to roman-
ticise indigenous culture or suggest that Aboriginal Australians did not 
have impacts on ecosystems and wildlife. They did. But the fact is that 
the First Peoples were able to live on this land for tens of thousands 
of years without degrading the land-base or fundamentally destabilis-
ing Earth systems. On the whole, ecosystems were able to regener-
ate sufficiently to allow for traditional cultures to be maintained over 
tens of thousands of years. It could be argued that this type of longev-
ity or sustainability is the first and most important feature of any truly 
civilised culture: viability through deep history and capable of living on 
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into the deep future. And yet, Aboriginal cultures were dismissed as 
uncivilised and primitive – invisible through the colonial lens adopted 
by the British Crown. 

Compare this, then, with the industrial civilisation which the British 
Crown brought with it and established, which is merely two or three 
hundred years old. Over this very short time frame – a blink of the 
eye in geological timeframes – human beings have become so destruc-
tive that we have become geological forces. So significant has been 
our impact that Earth scientists now speak of the ‘Anthropocene’ – 
the first geological era caused by humans (Steffen et al., 2015). In fact, 
industrial civilisation is not so much an era as it is an event. Our indus-
trial and extractivist form of life is decimating wildlife populations and 
driving ever-more species to extinction, deforesting the planet, destroy-
ing topsoil, disrupting the climate, emptying the oceans and poisoning 
waterways, overconsuming renewable resources, and is overly depen-
dent on non-renewable resources. Plastic is contaminating essentially 
every ecosystem on Earth, from the deepest reaches of our oceans to 
the most distant corner of Antarctica. In the haunting words of James 
Lovelock (2010), the face of Gaia is vanishing. 

So, we might fairly ask ourselves: which way of life, in the greater scheme 
of things, is more civilised? Is it the dominant culture and economic 
system today, which in a matter of a few centuries have degraded this 
rich ecosystem in ways that are threatening the viability of our species 
and all other species? Or is it the culture that was sufficiently civilised 
to live on the Australian continent for 65,000 years without destroy-
ing the planet? 

I’m not going to suggest simplistically that we should try to return to 
the Aboriginal way of life, and it’s quite possible that the land-base 
could not support today’s Australian population of 25 million living off 
the land in that way. But I want to pay the most humble respect to the 
traditional cultures of Australia’s First Peoples, for their ability to live 
for tens of thousands of years on this land, and to suggest that there 
will be features of indigenous ways of living, in Australia and elsewhere, 
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that we have much to learn from, as we seek to respond appropriately 
to the range of deep environmental and social problems that modern, 
growth-orientated, industrial life presents. So it’s not about a return to 
the past so much as it is about honouring the past and learning from 
it, as we move into a complex and turbulent future (Norberg-Hodge, 
2009; Pascoe, 2018). 

And a turbulent future it promises to be (Gilding, 2011). Sometimes 
scientists put bacteria in a Petri dish, on an organic substrate, and watch 
as the bacteria grow in numbers until the dominant colony has con-
sumed all the available resources or poisoned itself from its own waste. 
In a sense, the bacteria grow themselves to death, like a cancer cell, by 
undermining the life support system upon which they depend, killing 
the host. But suppose we were aliens on Mars with a strong pair of bin-
oculars and we were watching the happenings on Earth over the last 
couple of centuries. Could not industrial civilisation on Earth resemble 
the dominant colony of bacteria in the Petri dish? Are we not also at 
risk of consuming all the available resources and poisoning ourselves 
from our waste streams? It is a provocative metaphor but a useful one 
to get the analysis underway. And perhaps the background question 
that lies in the sub-text of this essay is this: can we, homo sapiens – 
so-called ‘wise humans’ – show ourselves to be smarter than common 
bacteria and avoid their fate? 

In later sections of this essay I will reflect on the theory and practice 
of civil disobedience, both generally and in application to Extinction 
Rebellion. But first I’m going to ground my primary argument by pre-
senting what I’m calling the ‘rebellion hypothesis’.

The rebellion hypothesis:  
why a new wave of activism may be coming

It seems to me that there is a collective rumbling in the world today; a 
growing anger and anxiety about the troubled future that is unfolding 
day by day, and a growing sense that, if governments are not going to 
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act decisively in response to today’s overlapping ecological and social 
crises, then ordinary people like you and me will have to be the driv-
ing force for change. But feeling anger and anxiety about environmental 
breakdown and the unfolding extinction of species does not automat-
ically translate into collective action. The history of widespread apathy 
or half-hearted resistance testifies to this truth. I know people who 
share their sense of dread with me but who have yet to mobilise and 
connect with activist groups. And I know a huge number of people 
who understand that the world is going to hell but who manage to dis-
tract themselves with modern engagements (Netflix, social media, etc.) 
in order to avoid facing the truth of our global predicament. We all see 
this social phenomenon which serves to entrench the status quo, and 
at times, I am sure, we all fall back into that default mode of apathy or 
inaction ourselves. It is easy to become disenchanted with the world 
and collapse into resignation or even despair (Bendell, 2018). 

Why is it so easy to be complicit in ecocide and do little to resist? Even 
though the world is burning and billions of people are living in condi-
tions of humiliating destitution, life for many of us in developed nations 
is relatively comfortable. Indeed, Australia is almost on top of the world 
in terms of prosperity, having more or less ducked the Global Financial 
Crisis ten years ago and our fossil-fuelled economy, prior to the Covid-
19 disruption, at least, was growing at a robust pace. Although the 
disruption caused by the pandemic has cast many more people into 
economic insecurity, many still have discretionary income to spend on 
a new pair of jeans or shoes, or a new computer or device, and so 
forth. With important exceptions that must never be downplayed, not 
many people in the so-called ‘first world’ go hungry – even if, again, the 
unsettling impacts of the pandemic must be acknowledged. 

And if our summer days reach infernal temperatures, we are gen-
erally able to turn on our air-conditioners and temporally hide our-
selves from harsh ecological realities of global heating. The supermarket 
shelves are generally well stocked, there is petrol at the service sta-
tions, and on-demand streaming television is always waiting to sedate 
us if we need to self-medicate. Never in history has a comfortable 
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and prosperous citizenry ignited a revolution or rebellion. When life is 
good, people do not mobilise to overthrow the system that seems to 
give them what they think they want. On what basis, then, do I formu-
late the rebellion hypothesis? Why should we expect mass mobilisation 
of people in coming years? 

Let me explain by way of a simple allegory. Suppose you are on a boat, 
with a large cake, and you suddenly notice that the boat has sprung a 
leak. The leak is slow and you do not panic. Instead, you cut yourself a 
slice of cake and it is delicious. As you finish the slice, you assess the leak 
again. A little water has gathered in the bottom of the boat, but nothing 
too alarming. So you cut yourself another slice of cake. This slice was 
also delicious, but perhaps not quite as good as the first one. Upon fin-
ishing your second slice you notice that your feet are wet, which is a 
bit unsettling. It seems the leak has gotten worse and yet you wouldn’t 
mind another slice of cake. What do you do? Is it time to panic and act? 
Or do you have another slice of cake?

The point of this simple story is to highlight how over time the costs of 
inaction can grow and the rewards of doing the same old thing begin 
to decline. This shift will eventually influence our behaviour. To borrow 
the language of economics, we might say that inaction has diminishing 
marginal returns. At first, inaction doesn’t seem to cost much and might 
even offer rewards. Over time, the costs of inaction rise as the prob-
lems get worse. In this example, each piece of cake isn’t quite as good 
as the last, while at the same time, the costs of not addressing the leak 
are becoming ever more pressing. 

At some point – the tipping point – it becomes clear that the costs 
of inaction outweigh the benefits of more cake. At that point, the 
person in the boat switches from being passive consumer into an 
engaged activist (of whatever form). The meaning of their life has 
become animated by the desire to stop the boat from sinking. They 
have come to see that their life will be better if they act – and so 
they act. Cake is no longer as important or as desirable as stopping 
the leak. So, they substitute one form of life for a different form of 
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life, because the calculus has changed regarding actual or perceived 
costs and benefits. 

Those people already engaging in individual acts of resistance or col-
lective action have passed their tipping points (Extinction Rebellion, 
2019a). They have weighed up the costs and benefits of inaction and 
concluded that inaction now costs too much. At some point the con-
scious or semi-conscious calculations regarding the question of whether 
to rebel produced a positive answer – whether that moment was last 
week, last year, last decade, or, for the more seasoned activists, even last 
century. Calls for a ‘new environmental radicalism’ will be heard more 
loudly (Hamilton, 2011). 

The notion of a tipping point is normally used in relation to ecologi-
cal systems, where small increments in damage can suddenly lead to 
swift and drastic change, often irreversible. I am using the same idea but 
applying it to the human psychology of activism. Every day we become 
more aware that our planet is dying, putting the entire community of 
life at risk. Whether it is the Arctic or the Amazon burning, or a new 
species that has gone extinct, or a new climate report explaining why 
breakdown is happening faster than expected: each of these moments 
of awareness begin to add up, and yet often people don’t respond with 
action or resistance. People can be bombarded with grim information 
about the ecological catastrophe unfolding, and yet remain locked in 
the ruts of life, doing today more or less what they did yesterday. Like 
the person in the boat, it is easier to continue eating or pursuing cake. 
This path is easily followed most of the time. But as Albert Camus 
(2000: 19) once wrote, ‘one day a “why” arises – and everything begins 
in the moment of weariness tinged with amazement. “Begins” this is 
important.’ One day a person asks: Are we the people we have been 
waiting for? If not us, then who? If not now, then when?

Perhaps my argument is getting clearer. I am suggesting that there is a 
growing ‘affect’ for resistance and rebellion in the world. When I speak 
of the rebellion hypothesis, what I am suggesting is that in coming 
months and years, more and more people will join XR or related 
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movements as the costs of inaction continue to rise and the rewards 
of being a passive bystander decline. It seems to me that this is more or 
less inevitable because the costs of environmental damage will inevita-
bly increase and become ever-more personal and immediate as capital-
ism continues to cannibalise itself and the planet. A new economics of 
activism is dawning. Currently, so much of the violence being imparted 
by our industrial civilisation is being externalised to other parts of the 
world or to others less fortunate or less powerful, including other spe-
cies. This makes it easier to pretend that everything is fine and that we 
are not in an emergency. But as climate breakdown continues and the 
broader environmental crisis intensifies, the impacts will begin to be felt 
by more and more people, even in rich nations. 

For example, when extended drought returns to (or intensifies in) 
Australia, as it seems destined to do, we will see more farmers joining 
XR or related movements as their livelihoods are directly threatened 
by climate change. Their tipping point will pass, and climate inaction 
as we know it today will be intolerable – a direct existential threat to 
their way of life (Fookes, 2019). When those droughts lead to increases 
in food prices, the urban consumer might stop to think: hang on, this 
had been predicted by the scientists and it has begun to affect me 
personally – I had better act. Their tipping point will pass. When the 
icecap disappears in coming years or decades, and the threat of rising 
seas levels becomes not a theoretical possibility but a practical prob-
lem, people living in coastal regions of the world will realise (as many 
already do) that climate change is not an abstract problem but some-
thing that could wash away their homes. Others will be affected by 
extreme weather events, and their tipping point will pass also. When 
children realise that they will be inheriting an unstable climate system, 
or a world without panda bears and the Great Barrier Reef, they will 
mobilise and agitate, and soon enough they will enter the voting con-
stituency and provoke a profound political shift. Their tipping point will 
pass. One could go on. 

Of course, to some extent this growing resistance is already underway 
– XR is hardly the first mobilisation in this vein. Think especially of the 
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noble work of the global School Strikes or, in Australia, the anti-Adani 
activists resisting new coalmines. The list is long, diverse, and esteemed. 
But my argument is that the costs of inaction are necessarily going to 
increase, and as the Earth system deteriorates, the benefits of pas-
sive by-standing are going to seem less and less rewarding and socially 
acceptable. In other words, ever more people will experience a tipping 
point. Your neighbour, your colleague at work, a child or police officer, 
perhaps eventually more politicians. Each of them has a threshold or 
tolerance – and their tipping points are approaching. A cultural shift 
may be underway, even if it remains in its early stages. This cultural shift 
could eventually filter upwards and have political and macroeconomic 
effects. (One must also accept that this social energy at times might 
be misdirected in regressive ways as people look for minority scape-
goats to blame for the harder economic times – a complex issue that 
is noted but deferred for analysis on another occasion.)

We are all in a lifeboat called Earth. In the 1960s and 70s when the 
modern environment got underway, people noticed a leak in the boat 
and recognised it to be dangerous (Meadows et al., 1972). They spoke 
of a crisis in the future. Things continued to get worse but most people 
couldn’t resist the cake. Not enough people mobilised to plug the leak. 
Now the boat is leaking disastrously, and water is up to our necks; 
some people are already drowning. Crisis has arrived. The future is 
now. And more and more of us are sick of cake. More and more of us 
have exceeded our threshold. To change the metaphor, the floodgates 
are threatening to burst and it is not clear that the growing energy of 
opposition can be contained (Extinction Rebellion, 2019b). 

Furthermore, this growing force is going to lead to increasing pressure 
within society – like steam increasing in a closed system. As the resis-
tance increases and becomes more energised, we can expect backlash 
from those still benefiting from the existing system (and again, we are 
seeing this already). But as the defenders of the status quo lash out 
and oppress the rising tide of resistance, what they will discover is that 
their actions in fact only mobilise more people, as the social license 
of the fossil industry, corporate greed, and the politics of denial fade 
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and ultimately disappear. In other words, one day state and corporate 
blindness or apathy in the face of worsening ecological catastrophes 
will offend public morality, and perhaps that day is closer than we think. 

Based on empirical studies, it has been estimated that only 3.5% of a 
population needs to mobilise and engage in collective action to induce 
deep structural and cultural change (Chenoweth, 2017; see also chap-
ters 6 and 13 in this book, and the Appendix, for further discussion). 
While such estimations need to be interpreted critically and cautiously 
– and every context and situation is different – the point is that surpris-
ingly small social mobilisations can have far-reaching impacts. Of course, 
such deep transformations do not happen overnight, but the history of 
disruptive social movements shows that things can happen faster than 
one might at first think. The Environmental Movement may not need 
a Martin Luther King or a Gandhi to lead. Perhaps what is needed is a 
thousand or a million Rosa Parks to get things done. 

Due to the momentum of global capitalism today, global environmen-
tal problems are almost certainly going to get worse before they get 
better, and this will only fuel the fire of rebellion. There is an ecological 
contradiction built into our society, our economy, and our politics: that 
contradiction is the assumption that limitless economic growth is pos-
sible on a finite planet (Hickel and Kallis, 2019). But even the simplest 
of folks can grasp that when something cannot continue, it stops. We 
no longer need to ask, ‘can we change the world?’ – because the world 
is inevitably going to change and is already changing. The future is not 
what it used to be. One way or another, change is coming because the 
status quo simply cannot be maintained (Read and Alexander, 2019). 
We are in the process of witnessing a self-destructive civilisation collide 
with environmental limits, and increasingly people are going to suffer 
under this perverse system, and increasingly people are going to see 
that better, freer, less impactful, and more compassionate ways of living 
are available. People will try to live those new worlds into existence. 
Both of these things – both suffering under the existing system and the 
prefigurative ‘new world’ imagination – are mobilising forces. 
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My prediction or hypothesis, then, is that this collective rumbling – this 
emerging matrix of global social movements (Read, 2019) – is only going 
to intensify and amplify. At some point, it may ignite in ways that currently 
our imaginations cannot even begin to grasp. Or it may fade away into 
oblivion like other beacons of hope – think Occupy, for example, which 
rose as quickly as it fell (even if we can still debate whether Occupy 
induced valuable impacts and conversations that live on). Social move-
ments have a tendency to surprise us. I am not sure whether forthcom-
ing environmental rebellions will be able to save the world, but I feel they 
are destined to change the world as the world changes us. 

What is civil disobedience and is it justified? 

Let me now spend some time examining a defining feature of XR – 
that is, an openness to civil disobedience as a strategy for change. What 
is civil disobedience? And when, if ever, can it be justified? 

In essence, civil disobedience can be defined as ‘a public, nonviolent 
and conscientious breach of law undertaken with the aim of bringing 
about change in laws or government policies’ (Brownlee, 2007: np). For 
present purposes I will assume that for disobedience to be ‘civil’ it has 
to be nonviolent, and indeed this accords with the explicit and uncon-
ditional commitment XR has to nonviolence (Farrell et al., 2019). In an 
important aside, empirical studies show that movements committed 
to nonviolent disobedience tend to be twice as successful in achieving 
their aims as violent demonstrations (Chenoweth and Stephan, 2012), 
thus XR’s principled commitment to nonviolence is also pragmatic and 
evidence based. One might add that it is also a diverse strategy – 
Gene Sharp famously listed 198 ways to practise nonviolent resistance 
(Sharp, 1973). Before engaging in such acts, however, individuals and 
groups should ask themselves: can civil disobedience ever be justified 
in a democracy? 

It can be helpful to begin assessing civil disobedience in relation to 
basic democratic theory. Imperfect though it is, it can be said that we, 
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in Australia, live in a democracy. Many readers, I suspect, will also be 
living in societies with a democratic self-image. Among other things, this 
means that citizens and permanent residents get to vote on who will 
represent them in government, and government includes a legislative 
branch that creates law and an executive branch that enforces it. (For 
present purposes I’ll leave to one side the judicial branch that inter-
prets law – or rather, creates law through its interpretations.) Since we 
all have, in theory, an equal opportunity to influence the law-making 
process through the ballot box, it is generally assumed that we should 
obey the law because the democratic process is the best way to orga-
nise and structure society and develop public policy that serves the 
common good. 

From this perspective, an opponent of civil disobedience might argue 
as follows: We can’t all break the law every time we disagree with it. 
Imagine how unstable society would be if that happened. If we don’t like 
what is happening, we can campaign for change like everyone else, and 
if we succeed, we can vote the existing government out of power through 
the electoral process and vote in a new government. In this way, demo-
cratic societies are said to have created the institutions and processes 
needed for their own peaceful improvement. It may not be a perfect 
political system, but as Winston Churchill is reported to have said: ‘It is 
the worst form of government, except for all the others.’ 

So, the main objection to civil disobedience is this: If you disagree with 
a law or policy, don’t break that law or policy; instead, campaign to get it 
changed through the democratic process. If you are permitted to break the 
law just because you disagree with it, then why can’t anyone break a law 
they disagree with? At first instance, perhaps, this objection seems quite 
powerful. Indeed, the great philosopher Immanuel Kant argued that  
‘[a]ll resistance against the supreme legislative power… is the great-
est and most punishable crime in the commonwealth, for it destroys 
its very foundations’ (Kant, 1970: 81). If people only abide by laws they 
agree with, then the rule of law would break down. To some extent, 
then, we might all have sympathy with the political assumption that we 
ought to obey laws – even laws we don’t agree with. 
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But it is one thing to make that broad and pragmatic concession. It is 
quite another to suggest that all laws, always, ought to be obeyed. If 
obedience to law were unconditional and absolute by virtue of the 
democratic process, it would follow that civil disobedience is always 
unjustified. How might acts of civil disobedience be interpreted within 
the contested disciplines of legal and political theory? 

First of all, one might argue that civil disobedience is potentially justi-
fiable when the mechanisms of democracy are not working properly, 
that such laws do not represent the will of the people. This can occur 
when laws and policies are shaped by the undemocratic influence of 
foreign governments, billionaires, mass media conglomerates, or other 
corporate lobby groups (e.g., buying a politician’s support) (see, e.g., 
Mayer, 2016; Tham, 2010). In such cases, one might suggest that laws 
produced by undemocratic processes do not demand our political alle-
giance since they were not produced through fair, robust, and repre-
sentative democratic processes. 

There is also a second way in which it might be argued that civil dis-
obedience is justified. That is, to recognise that there is a distinction 
between law and morality; or a distinction between what is law and 
what is just. Often, we might admit, there is much overlap between 
law and justice. The more overlap the better. But any thinking person 
knows that often in history, and no doubt still today, there are times 
when we see a clear difference between what is ‘law’ and what is ‘just’ – 
even if justice is an essentially contested term. In other words, democ-
racy may be the best form of government, but this does not mean 
that a democracy always gets things right. Rather, democracy, when it is 
functioning properly, reflects culture, and there is no reason to think that 
cultural norms and expectations are always just. Put more directly, a func-
tioning democracy can produce unjust laws when a citizenry knowingly 
and voluntarily votes for policies that are unjust (even if they are not 
considered unjust by those voting for them).

For example, we know that democracies have historically declared it 
illegal to engage in same-sex relationships, and today most members of 
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liberal democracies recognise that such laws were and are in breach of 
basic civil rights. In the past, laws produced in democracies have insti-
tutionalised slavery, ratified unjust wars, legally entrenched racial seg-
regation, criminalised homosexuality or particular religious practices, 
prohibited women and people of colour from voting, and so forth. 
Again, what is law does not automatically overlap with what is just. 
Nobody can deny that unless they still believe in the ‘Divine Right of 
Kings’ – and I am sure no one thinks that today’s world leaders are 
God’s infallible messengers on Earth chosen to lead us to the Promised 
Land. 

At such times when a law or policy is clearly unjust (e.g., recognising 
ownership of persons as slaves), a case can be made that there is a 
place for civil disobedience in democratic societies, on the grounds that 
we must accept that even democratically produced laws sometimes get 
it wrong – sometimes really wrong. There is a rich and revered tradition 
in legal and political theory that recognises and accepts these broad 
lines of argument (see review in Brownlee, 2007). In other words, it is 
widely accepted that there is a proper place for civil disobedience in 
liberal democratic societies. In fact, as we look back on social move-
ments in history – whether it is Gandhi’s campaign for independence, 
Martin Luther King, Jnr and the civil rights movement, or Emmaline 
Pankhurst and the suffragettes – some of the greatest leaps forwards 
in social and political progress have been a result of acts of civil disobe-
dience. It would show a gross lack of historical understanding to dis-
miss civil disobedience as a regressive social practice. The powerful but 
uncomfortable inference is that future acts of civil disobedience may 
also be required to advance our state of society. 

Civil disobedience and Extinction Rebellion 

So how does this apply to Extinction Rebellion? There are, as I have 
just implied, two main ways to evaluate civil disobedience. On the one 
hand, an argument could be made that we live in democracies that 
are at least partially broken, such that the laws and policies that are 
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produced are sometimes undemocratic because of the undue influ-
ence corporate interests have had on the legislative process – for 
example, the fossil fuel industry, the Murdoch media, or other power-
ful economic forces (see, e.g., Market Forces, 2019; Tham, 2010; Cooke, 
2019; Knaus, 2018; Rudd, 2019). This suggests that even if our culture 
wanted a strong climate response, vested interests would interfere with 
any such response and ensure that law and policy kept things more or 
less as they are. To some extent, this may be part of the reason why 
climate policy around the world is often weak and sometimes non-ex-
istent. In cynical words often attributed to Emma Goldman: ‘If voting 
changed anything, it would be made illegal.’ One might say in the same 
vein: if lunatics have taken over the asylum, a case can be made for the 
citizenry to break their rules and establish new ones. 

Perhaps the more powerful argument for civil disobedience, however, 
is that, overall, dominant cultures today have yet to fully appreciate the 
magnitude of climate breakdown and the broader environmental crisis 
(perhaps due to powerful vested interests shaping public conscious-
ness). After all, as noted earlier, it is still quite easy to distance our-
selves from the impacts of these crises, and we also know that Australia, 
for example, has a government that celebrates coal and essentially 
denies that climate breakdown is a problem deserving of a significant 
response. For these reasons among others, the Australian government 
is each instant losing some of its integrity. And Australia is not alone. 

So, we might draw an analogy here with the anti-slavery or civil rights 
movements in the US. Where once the state sanctioned and supported 
the moral wrongs of slavery and segregation, today the state sanctions 
and supports the moral wrong of climate breakdown. Activists who 
engaged in civil disobedience during the civil rights movement might 
accept that white people were in fact voting for racist laws and public 
policy, but justify their disobedience on the grounds that racist laws and 
policies were wrong and deserved to be disobeyed. We cannot say that 
the anti-slavery activists or civil rights activists were wrong to break the 
law and engage in nonviolent acts of civil disobedience. Those racist 
laws were grossly immoral, and they deserved to be disobeyed. Rosa 
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Parks was right not to give up her seat on the bus on that fateful day 
in 1955 even though it violated the laws and regulations. According to 
Henry Thoreau (1982), who published his famous essay on civil disobe-
dience in 1849, this strategy is not just a right but at times a duty. It is no 
surprise, then, that Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jnr, Emmaline Pankhurst, 
and countless other social activists have been inspired to engage in 
such acts and are now revered for their bravery.

Let us ask with Thoreau: are we expected to resign our conscience to 
the legislator? Why have a conscience, if we are simply expected to 
uncritically affirm all acts of government? We must be human beings 
first and subjects of the state afterward. As Thoreau (1982: 111) argued, 
‘it is not desirable to cultivate a respect for law, so much as for the right’, 
and indeed, he insisted that respect for law can, at times, make us daily 
agents of injustice. In relation to his own time, Thoreau argued that one 
could not be associated with the US government without disgrace, for 
he could not recognise as his government what was also the slave’s 
government. He concluded that if a government’s law is of such a 
nature that it requires you to be the agent of injustice to another, then, 
he argued: break the law. ‘Let your life be a counter-friction to stop the 
machine,’ he declared (Thoreau, 1982: 120). ‘Cast your whole vote, not 
a strip of paper merely, but your whole influence’ (Thoreau, 1982: 122). 

Since its emergence, thousands of XR activists have been arrested 
for engaging in civil disobedience. While no one should fetishise ‘being 
arrested’ as the only way to participate in XR, and the movement 
should recognise also that people have different ‘biographical availabili-
ties’ for being arrested (Beyerlein & Bergstrand, 2013), the fact is that all 
acts of civil disobedience raise the possibility of being arrested and per-
haps imprisoned. No doubt acts of civil disobedience will be perceived 
by many as annoying and inconvenient and unnecessarily disruptive, 
but that calculus always has to be weighed against the moral wrong 
that is motivating the disobedience (see Monbiot, 2019). Slavery and 
segregation were also ‘inconvenient’… for those who suffered under 
racist laws.
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In that light, the inconvenience caused by ‘sit-ins’ and bus boycotts 
pale in comparison. Similarly, when environmentalists engage in acts of 
civil disobedience to resist ecocide, the extinction of species, and the 
unfolding climate emergency, some sectors of society will no doubt 
be appalled and dismiss the activists as common law-breakers or radi-
cal anarchists. Civil disobedience may indeed be inconvenient to many 
people. But to evaluate the legitimacy of the civil disobedience, one has 
to resist superficial analyses and ask how that inconvenience compares 
to the future suffering, and indeed the suffering already being caused, 
by environmental breakdown (Spratt and Dunlop, 2019; Nixon, 2013). 

I can now bring the analysis to a head. Just imagine, for example, that 
in ten years or twenty years or thirty years – it doesn’t really matter 
when – we discover that our high-impact modes of production and 
consumption have led to even more alarming ecosystemic breakdown, 
a future that has mountains of scientific support (see, e.g., Steffen et al., 
2015; Spratt and Dunlop, 2017). Suppose the climate reaches its tip-
ping point; Australia and other nations enter indeterminate and inten-
sifying drought (just look at New South Wales or the bushfires of 
2019/2020); food production drops even as population grows, leading 
to mass famine and increased geopolitical tension and war; suppose 
in ten or twenty years the Arctic icecap disappears and the methane 
release from the permafrost induces a swift jump in global tempera-
tures. Suppose any number of such things happen and people begin 
to die in greater numbers. When we look back on today, we will ask 
ourselves: Did we do enough? Were we complicit in a broken system? 
Should we have been so obedient given that we knew our gutless gov-
ernments were leading us down a dead end? 

These questions are not for me to answer – I am still struggling with 
them myself. I will remain a sympathetic critic and revise my views as 
new evidence and insight emerges. None of us can condemn or con-
done the actions of XR in advance of their particular, context-depen-
dent manifestations. One might sympathise with XR in general while 
disagreeing with specifics, or vice versa. These are very personal ques-
tions (with social effects) which we must meditate on with due diligence. 
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But my point is that if the future turns out how the best scientists are 
predicting it will turn out if business as usual continues (for reviews, see 
Steffen et al., 2015; Spratt and Dunlop, 2017; Spratt and Dunlop, 2019), 
then the younger generation might well ask us what we did to resist 
the foreseeable collapse of ecosystems and the humanitarian catastro-
phes such breakdowns will induce (and are already inducing). 

Conclusion: on the right side of history? 

Writing in the 19th century, Karl Marx announced that he had discov-
ered the laws of history. He maintained that it was inevitable that as 
the contradictions of capitalism became ever more severe and trans-
parent, eventually the working class would rise up and overthrow the 
capitalist class and establish communism. I have always been suspicious 
of determinist conceptions of history, knowing that human societies do 
not follow predetermined laws. I feel that we will be what we make 
of ourselves and nothing else, as the existentialists argued, even if we 
are born into a world not of our own making. But when we freely act 
in ways that undermine the ecosystems that we (and future genera-
tions) depend on for freedom and prosperity, then our lives begin to 
be shaped not so much by human decisions as by ecological realities 
and geological forces. At least, human freedom is increasingly contained 
and influenced by those worsening realities and forces. We are living in 
such times today. 

What Marx never foresaw was that capitalism would indeed fall, but 
not by way of revolution, but by way of deterioration and perhaps col-
lapse. As the broad ecological crisis intensifies, and collapse situations 
become more common, challenging, and disruptive, I have argued that 
more and more people will face their psychological tipping points and 
become engaged in collective action. At some point, tolerance of eco-
cide will become intolerable. 

What is the threshold of your neighbour? Your children or parents? 
Your work colleagues? Our politicians? I don’t know, but my sense is 



183

Post-Script: The Rebellion Hypothesis

that those tipping points are approaching – if not tomorrow, then next 
month, or next year, or the year after that. The rebellion hypothesis, as 
presented, is that every day more people are saying to themselves: ‘I am 
an activist; I am a change-maker not a passive consumer; I am responsi-
ble for participating in progressive social change; I want to be; I have to 
be.’ The question we must all face, as global citizens on a dying planet, is 
whether our governments are meeting their fundamental duty to keep 
us, our children, and the broader community of life, safe. 

Rebellion, I am suggesting, has effectively become a law of history due 
to ecological realities. The climate crisis is already here, to some extent 
locked in, and certainly threatening to get much worse. Three hun-
dred years of industrial momentum means that it is now too late for 
any smooth, non-disruptive democratic shift to some ecological civil-
isation. For better or for worse, turbulence and disruption will define 
coming decades. Things are likely to get worse before they get better. 
But as this happens people will inevitably be mobilised as the calcu-
lus of apathy and inaction shifts and the activist is born. As Camus 
declared: ‘Everything begins in that moment of weariness tinged with 
amazement.’ 

In six months, or two years, or five years, or ten years, I invite you to 
reflect back on this essay and assess to what extent you think the 
hypothesis presented has been verified by growing global social move-
ments or falsified by increased apathy. I feel confident, for the reasons I 
have outlined, that the future will confirm my prediction. If I am wrong, 
and the status quo endures, then all the worse for us. In short, I feel 
the logic of rebellion is becoming irresistible to more and more people 
and that this trend is destined to continue. And one implication of this 
is that we should not conceive of XR as something already riding the 
crest of a wave, but rather, XR represents a movement of movements 
that is still in its infancy. This entails a prospect of something much 
bigger that is still in the process of being born, even though it may be 
that the hour is darkest just before dawn. Still, the promise of a new 
dawn is not needed to justify the rejection of a world immiserated by 
capitalism’s violent overreach. 
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In closing, I have invited you herein to ask yourself: what are the costs 
and benefits of inaction? What are the costs and benefits of resistance 
and rebellion? What are the rewards of building a new world arm in 
arm with your neighbour? My argument has been that this calculus 
is already shifting in favour of resistance, rebellion, and renewal, and 
that this shift is now unstoppable, whether one sympathises with XR 
or not. XR is part of this shift but the global movement and energy 
are broader than any one framing or articulation. The floodgates are 
holding for the time being, but the laws of physics will win out, as they 
always do. Participants in XR are early adopters and if warnings of 
ecological science are to be taken seriously and prove even vaguely 
accurate, this movement – despite the negative press it will inevita-
bly receive from some sectors in society – is likely, as George Monbiot 
(2019) argues, to end up on the right side of history.

With a nod to Thoreau, Extinction Rebellion seeks to be a counter- 
friction to the machine. 
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rushing the emergency, rushing 
the rebellion?

This pamphlet was co-authored with two of my closest colleagues in XR, 
Marc Lopatin and Skeena Rathor. In a way it is a kind of sequel to my own 
pamphlet from 2019, ‘Truth and its consequences’. In another way though 
it is an exciting new departure, urging as it does that XR needs to tell a 
new story by way of its actions (and words), a story that focuses upon 
our vulnerability to existential threats. With coaching from Marc, I gave 
this new story a trial-run during the October 2019 Rebellion, most nota-
bly when I appeared as the XR rep on the BBC’s flagship ‘QuestionTime’ 
programme.90 

The three of us were convinced by the end of the October Rebellion that, 
without a recentering around a new story along something like these lines, 
XR would not flourish, would not grow further, would certainly not realise 
3.5% of the population as more or less active supporters, let alone the 
larger percentage that we actually need in at least passive support, for 
system-change. So we wrote this pamphlet, which appeared in January 
2020. It is republished here as an Appendix to the book mainly because 
it is somewhat ‘technical’:91 this pamphlet was not intended for as wide a 
potential audience as most of the pieces in the body of the book. However, 

90 You can watch the key segment of the programme here: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=QK7DKiKh9_Q 

91 If you prefer an entirely non-technical presentation of the themes of the pamphlet, then watch 
https://vimeo.com/389093326

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QK7DKiKh9_Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QK7DKiKh9_Q
https://vimeo.com/389093326
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it will be of interest to those wishing to dive deeper into the ‘theory of 
change’.

In a remarkable coincidence of timing, the pamphlet appeared at the very 
moment that the novel coronavirus appeared. As I’ve discussed above, 
especially in Chapter 26, the crisis that the latter rapidly generated had 
an effect curiously akin to that which we were aiming in our pamphlet 
to discuss – and to evoke. It was and is a worldwide crisis of felt vulner-
ability, requiring a vision in response to it. Thus the pamphlet is, I would 
argue, simultaneously in one way rendered unnecessary by history and in 
another way more pertinent and prescient than ever. Some of the pam-
phlet reads eerily almost as if we were aware that a scary new virus was 
being unleashed by the recklessness of eco-destructive economic globalisa-
tion at the very moment that we were writing, and its recommendation of 
making vivid our vulnerability by making realer our equality is also tremen-
dously pertinent to where we find ourselves, as a virus-struck planet with 
an economy that we’ve protectively contracted, in 2020…92

Calling all rebels!
Over the last year and a half, you have come together and created 
something truly beautiful. You’ve put your heart and soul into it, and 
you’ve become a part of it. At times it has been stressful, painful, and 
exhausting. But it has also been extraordinary and deeply moving, and 
collectively, as part of the climate movement, you have brought the cli-
mate and ecological emergency into conversations in homes across the 
globe. As a result, Extinction Rebellion (XR) is one of the top influenc-
ers globally when it comes to the climate and ecological emergency.

But right now, XR is at a turning point. What happens next is its most 
important decision to date. It could propel us all to new heights in 
2020, or see us plagued by the incoherence that many of you have 
been feeling since last October’s Rebellion.

92 The pamphlet consists of personally held views of the authors and not those of Extinction 
Rebellion. We give our dear thanks to the following folks for helping develop and improve the 
pamphlet: Dario Kenner, Sarah Kingdom Nicolls, Jessica Brinton, Robert Possnett, Janie Skuse, Rei 
Takver, Pete Williams, Adam Woodhall and XR’s Vision Sensing and Regenerative Culture teams.
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This fork in the road is why the three of us agreed to write a pam-
phlet, albeit from the centre of XR. We apologise if you feel bom-
barded with information just now. Rest assured, we’ve done our best 
to make our key points in a short executive summary. We are keenly 
aware that some of what we put forward will make for uncomfortable 
reading. This is our gentle act of rebellion, because we believe XR is in 
a rush, and at risk of forgoing an untapped opportunity to grow the 
movement and inspire others outside of our numbers. We believe XR 
is rushing the ‘emergency’, which could belittle efforts to create the 
changes we desperately need at local, national, and global levels.

So this pamphlet is about how XR can grow and catalyse by first taking 
an honest and searching look at itself. What are our blind spots, ten-
sions, and paradoxes that have produced success and incoherence in 
almost equal measure these past months? How can these issues be 
resolved so that XR can truly embody and embed the change it says it 
wants to be? These questions are why we absolutely encourage you to 
feed into the strategy consultation process that is ongoing right now. 
Your voice counts. And if you don’t believe this, we will almost certainly 
fail as a movement.

Even if you don’t read a further word of this pamphlet, please respond 
to the strategy team that is canvassing local and regional co-ordinators. 
Please share your vision for how XR might think the unthinkable and 
achieve it. If, like the three of us, you believe XR needs to be bolder, 
cleverer, more creative, and shapeshifting, then only good will come.

Executive Summary
This pamphlet is an invitation for rebels to coalesce around a new 
story and vision, which we hope can lead to embodied actions. That 
story is human-centric, as opposed to environmental. It is nearer-term 
(as opposed to far-flung), as evidenced by the vulnerability of civili-
sation to locked-in unpredictable and extreme weather. We tend to 
forget that we live in a world that has evolved as if the Climate and 
Ecological Emergency (CEE) didn’t exist.
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A ramification of this is our story untold. It is about how vulnerable the 
complex human systems that sustain our lives are to a near-term future 
characterised by shock, disruption, and even breakdown.

At the core of the new story is a vision for overcoming this vulnera-
bility, by displacing inequality at the local, national, and global level. It is 
informed by the truth that no community, country, or continent will be 
an island, to paraphrase John Donne. Despite what some billionaires 
believe, none of them will be looking down on the rest of us from a 
space station anytime soon. It is, above all, a story about how Mother 
Nature is making us all one.

Movement building in 2020
This pamphlet asserts that telling this story could be XR’s central 
means of both movement building in 2020, and the wider catalysation 
of fellow travellers who don’t yet consider themselves rebels. What fol-
lows, therefore, is intended as a departure from recent high-profile and 
overly polarising tactics such as XR co-founder Roger Hallam’s lever-
aging of the Holocaust with mainstream media, and the Canning Town 
tube action of last October. 

Actions speak louder than words
A central theme of this pamphlet is that XR needs to not only tell our 
vulnerability story but embody it through actions. In 2020, XR needs to 
include regenerative and restorative action so that our lived reality can 
pivot from vulnerability to radical equality. Actions that unfurl a vision 
for the future will tell a story of regeneration, rewilding, and repair. It 
means thinking more carefully and creatively about how actions might 
carry both the story of vulnerability and a vision for equality. Given such 
actions could be XR’s primary means for movement building, creativity 
will be a must – alongside a broader invitation for participation. Within 
this resides the untapped opportunity to centrally frame actions with 
hundreds of decentralised affinity groups to create shape-shifting and 
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nationwide impact. Inherent here is a shift in energy away from only 
regarding ourselves – or being typecast as activists driven by ‘impos-
sible demands’. It suggests finding a more gentle or nuanced energy 
essential for movement building and systems transformation.

The spirit of inquiry
The pamphlet therefore challenges XR’s existing ‘theory of change’ 
(ToC), not least around its guiding premise that we need only mobilise 
3.5% of the population. That in itself creates tension with connecting 
and building regenerative cultures, internally and externally, through our 
messaging, storytelling, and actions. In response, XR needs the courage 
to honestly assess and evolve (not overthrow) its ToC. The April 2019 
phase of Rebellion worked brilliantly but that may only take the move-
ment so far. In the absence of a more compelling story and broader 
invitation to act, planning ‘one more heave’ on London’s streets is a 
grave threat to the movement, and to the purpose to which XR is 
in service. At the present time, the general public is unlikely to per-
ceive XR’s return to the capital as anything other than a source of big 
irritation. Participating rebels risk being no different to climate scien-
tists clutching the findings of their latest models, earnestly telling one 
another that this time the government must surely listen.

Fast track to coherence
With the above in mind, we assert that embodying the full breadth of 
a new story could bring some urgent coherence to the unaddressed 
tension at the heart of XR. That tension being the observable conflict 
between XR’s principles and values that speak to mobilisation on the 
one hand, and regenerative and inclusive cultures on the other. As this 
pamphlet will hopefully make plain, we seek to embody a vision of a 
brave and beautiful world.
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Section 1: What’s the story?

We live and die by the stories we tell each other – and that story on the 
streets of London is changing.

– Charlotte Du Cann, writing about the October Rebellion  
for The New York Times

The story might be changing but not nearly fast enough. This is despite 
XR achieving extraordinary first-year growth and external impact. 
Extraordinary, because XR was saddled with the burden of a decades-
old story about climate change that spectacularly failed to cut through 
and trigger an urgent planetary response.

Telling the story handed down by climate scientists has been like driv-
ing with the handbrake on. As a species, we’re not wired to respond 
to slow-moving distant/invisible threats timed to deliver Armageddon 
decades into the future. It is why competing chatter about emissions 
reduction pathways has failed to activate anywhere near enough people 
worldwide to reach a tipping point response. In its place, GHG emis-
sions have risen by 1.5% a year for the past decade, according to the 
UN Environment Programme annual emissions gap report for 2019.

We do not dismiss that many thousands of people – perhaps yourself 
included – have been activated by the climate change story as told. We 
have only to look at Fridays For the Future or our own Rebellion. You 
are in rare company as these numbers are still small and show no sign 
of going exponential. Greta Thunberg herself has been honest enough 
to say the school strikes have achieved nothing.

As the authors of this pamphlet, we go as far as to say that retelling 
the climate change story is essential for credibly framing XR’s domestic 
(UK) and international targets for global net zero emissions. Not least 
because the existing story about the CEE is rooted in incremental, 
long-term temperature rise, which has failed to elicit anything like the 
mass consent required for a radical reduction of emissions.
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This section is therefore an invitation for rebels to coalesce around a 
new external story of our vulnerability. Above all, the aim of the new 
story is to inspire movement building as a precursor for realising XR 
UK’s strategy for accelerating the coming of system change.

Disrupting the story
Many people – inside and outside the movement – are now wondering 
what happens next. Not least because our theory of change or strat-
egy is about trying to bring about system change – as embodied by our 
second demand – by pivoting off a story about the future that’s been 
failing for decades.

The story about climate change, as told, describes the wrong kind of 
emergency on just about every measure. And yet climate scientists and 
civil society have expected it, time and again, to peacefully deliver on 
the following:*

Over 1 billion people living across the minority world must accept a new 
normal for living.

Over six billion people living across the majority world must make peace 
with an aspiration to one day live like those in the minority world.

* The two statements manifest a crude demarcation and omit acute levels 
of inequality and social exclusion throughout the minority world.

Spanning both statements is the realisation that the climatic forces that 
human activity helped set in train will not discriminate. Good luck to 
any of the super-rich who think digging a luxury bunker in the New 
Zealand wilderness is going to give them and their children a free pass. 
At last look, they were still trying to figure out how to avoid being mur-
dered by their security detail, before runaway temperature rise wipes 
them all out anyway.

In the shorter term, there will be chaos and misery on an unimaginable 
scale as the most vulnerable people on the planet will not dutifully stay 
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put and wither. They will seek security for their loved ones as we all 
will. The global food system for example already fails to properly nour-
ish billions of people and leaves upwards of 800 million hungry. On 1 
November 2019, Reuters published a story with the headline: ‘Record 
45 Million People in Southern Africa Facing Food Crisis in Next 6 
Months’. This is the result of severe droughts, floods, and storms. In 
a region already accustomed to extremes, a series of unprecedented 
events is already putting at risk unprecedented numbers of people 
– and these numbers will only increase. There are other populations 
across the majority world facing similar survival-level challenges.

It is a stark and contemporary reminder of the unresolved trauma 
that underpins calls for global justice and reparations. The recognition 
and resolution of this trauma therefore needs to be at the centre of 
any new story. But like the existing story about dangerous anthro-
pogenic climate change, the story about inter-continental redress has 
also failed spectacularly to emotionally connect and achieve resolution. 
Re-framing global justice so that it speaks to minority world vulnerabil-
ity is therefore a key part of a new story.

A dilemma for XR?
Rebelling against the story as told is an existential question for XR. Not 
least because the pre-conditions for a new story aren’t to be found 
in Roger Hallam’s leveraging of the Holocaust as a comparative fram-
ing device, or in the Canning Town tube action during the October 
Rebellion. While the latter was admittedly focused on the more dis-
creet demand of achieving economic disruption, it is the visceral dis-
play of dissonance that lingers. That dissonance being the image of two 
participants being dragged off the top of a train for expressing their 
vulnerability about the second half of the century, while the people on 
the platform below expressed their vulnerability about the next five 
minutes. None of this means the people on the platform aren’t anxious 
about the future, even about the climate.

Taken together, the tube action and Roger Hallam’s comments to 
German media neatly sketch out a dilemma for XR UK: meet people 
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where they are and take them on the riskiest of journeys, or escalate 
tactics within an external story that’s already contributed to a spectacu-
lar failure to act. With this dilemma in mind, increased public awareness 
of the climate emergency in the UK should be treated with caution.

We would go as far as to say that rising awareness of the Climate and 
Ecological Emergency might actually be shrinking XR UK’s ability to cut 
through, post-April 2019. This was the take-away message of YouGov 
polling compiled for XR UK pre- and post-October’s Rebellion, while 
anecdotal evidence shared on platforms (including Basecamp post-Oc-
tober) suggests action-attendance numbers are down and that co-or-
dinators are finding it hard to motivate their groups.

This appears to show our emergency messaging, as currently consti-
tuted, is the subject of diminishing returns when it comes to sustaining 
motivation and continually raising awareness. Recruiting rebels in 2020 
is not the same as 2018/2019. It is set against the backdrop of main-
stream media and the political class now bandying about the phrase 
‘climate emergency’ with meaningless abandon. Power in effect has fed 
the in-built ‘natural’ psychological reluctance of the population to fully 
engage by conceding something to each of our three demands. In ret-
rospect, the amazing achievement of our April 2019 Rebellion was to 
get the public and power to give lip service to those three demands. 
The hard work of getting real action – i.e., system-changing initiatives 
that come anywhere close to achieving the urgent and essential task of 
reducing emissions – is going to require far deeper engagement with a 
far more powerful story.

So what’s the story?
In this pamphlet, we concern ourselves principally with the UK, but 
a Majority World-facing narrative is an equally important and urgent 
requirement. The new story will not be one about ‘the environment’ 
or ‘green’ issues. It will be human-centric and rooted in the indelible 
truth that we are living in a world that has evolved as if dangerous cli-
mate change did not exist. Bringing this realisation to life is our story 
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as-yet-untold. It says we don’t all go from now to extinction sometime 
after 2080 with nothing else in between. We lose everything that mat-
ters to us on the way: our public services, our security, our community, 
our homes, our food, our water. And ultimately the people we love. It 
is a story of unstoppable loss unless we act now. It is a story that starts 
with eliciting vulnerability.

Of course, vulnerability as a trigger emotion is not to be taken lightly. 
So as part of the research into this pamphlet, we reached out to Andre 
Spicer, Professor of Organisational Behaviour at Cass Business School. 
He in turn contacted a group of US academics whom he described as 
world leaders in research on communications by social movements 
and about climate change. Here is the key section in what he said:93

This message of vulnerability has some important strengths: It trig-
gers loss-aversion, a strong cognitive bias which tends to drive 
people to engage in more risky behaviour. It makes an abstract 
issue into a real issue through fore-fronting everyday issues like 
feeding a family. It brings the threats posed by climate change 
into the immediate time frame (5 to 10 years) which means they 
cannot be easily discounted away by people.

Professor Spicer also raises some caveats to the above:

When people are made to feel vulnerable it can connect with 
powerful emotions associated with other times in their life they 
have felt vulnerable (such as childhood or traumatic situations). 
Although this can stir up strong emotions which prompt action, 
it can easily back-fire through prompt denial, reject or even anger. 
Experiences of vulnerability are used as a first step to get people 
to accept a new group or set of values. For instance, when recruits 
are socialised into a group they are made to feel vulnerable by 
having their prior identity stripped away. However, this is usually 
followed up by them being given a new identity through joining a 
group. This helps to make them feel less vulnerable.

As the professor underlines, it is dangerous for a new story to be con-
sumed as a one-off vulnerability ‘mind-bomb’. To leave people hanging 

93 If you want to see his entire referenced feedback, goto Appendix 1 of https://xrstroud.org/
wp-content/uploads/2020/01/XR-Story-Vision2020-Leaflet.V11.pdf 

https://xrstroud.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/XR-Story-Vision2020-Leaflet.V11.pdf
https://xrstroud.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/XR-Story-Vision2020-Leaflet.V11.pdf
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in a state of uncertainty and pain is to provoke denial and invite author-
itarian forces to fill the resulting vacuum.

So how might XR manage these risks and tell a new story that fuses 
vulnerability to a vision for addressing inequality at the local, national, 
and global level? Well, in the first instance, the CEE needs to be repo-
sitioned as a lens exacerbating everyday vulnerabilities felt by people 
in relation to their gender, age, ethnicity, and class. Rooting the story in 
contemporary vulnerability helps connect the future with now.

Telling the story is all about embodied actions. That is to say actions 
that can carry a story. An element of the original genius of XR is that it 
is perfectly primed to do this, having fostered a network of hundreds 
of affinity groups, local and afar. With support and framing from the 
centre of XR, each group can deliver disruptive and non-disruptive 
actions that embody both vulnerability and a vision for a post-vulner-
able world. Part of our vision for 2020, therefore, sees groups across 
the country simultaneously co-ordinating centrally framed actions to 
aid movement building and open up non-physical spaces for the new 
story to take root and embed.

Picture a contemporary sports stadium with the spectators holding 
co-ordinated coloured cards above their heads to create different pat-
terns and messages. This is a metaphor for how actions could be both 
decentralised and choreographed to deliver shape-shifting mass impact 
and consciousness raising.

Such thinking is not without precedent: a year and a half before 
President Lyndon Johnson signed into law the landmark Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, more than seven hundred and fifty civil rights protests 
took place in one hundred and eighty-six American cities, leading to 
almost fifteen thousand arrests, demonstrating the enormous power 
of dispersed community-focused direct action.

As such, the remainder of this pamphlet will explore how actions can 
embody a new story about rising vulnerability and how it might be 
overcome.
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Section 2: Can you feel it?

Hope is not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the cer-
tainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.

– Vaclav Havel

As the previous section set forth, XR needs to find a way of shifting 
our focus so that the system, which is making us all ever-more-vulnera-
ble, is clearly perceived as the fundamental problem. XR’s narrative and 
actions henceforth must bring out the failings of that system to keep 
us all safe.

So what follows is a proposal for evolving (not overthrowing) XR’s 
present theory of change (ToC). We need, in the aftermath of last 
October’s Rebellion, to make an honest assessment of the limits of the 
ToC we have been operating with so far. Within this, XR needs to con-
sider that in 2020 it is still in movement-building mode on the jour-
ney towards system change. Put simply: we need to grow rapidly – not 
shrink – if we are to win!

XR needs to both change up the story and tell this story principally 
through its actions. The ambition is to help dramatically build the move-
ment so that it can go on to mobilise the kind of numbers present in 
successful uprisings overseas, such as in the People Power revolution in 
the Philippines, as set out by the academic Erica Chenoweth.94

To do this, XR must first carefully distinguish between aspects of the 
academic research that apply to its purpose and those aspects that 
don’t. Thus far, XR has sometimes displayed an unwise and undiscrimi-
nating reliance on academic research which does not necessarily trans-
fer well from the domain where it was conducted to the domain in 
which it needs to operate. In particular, we need to take more seri-
ously the point that Chenoweth’s work (from which the ToC was 

94 See especially her book Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of Non-violent Conflict 
(New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2011).



199

Appendix: Rushing the Emergency, Rushing the Rebellion?

grafted) does not necessarily apply to Western ‘democracies’, and that 
the oft-cited precedents of Gandhi, King, etc., may not be as relevant 
as assumed. This is because XR’s aim is not to induct a discriminat-
ed-against group into full citizenship (as per 20th-Century struggles 
for civil rights and suffrage) but to realise system change so that all of 
humanity can live peacefully within planetary boundaries.

With the above in mind, there is a danger inherent in XR’s strategy of 
aiming for 3.5% of the population, and equally in aiming at achieving 
X number of arrests and X number of people in prison. Movements 
like People Power in the Philippines were hugely popular; their getting up 
to 3.5% onto the streets was a symptom of this far greater popularity 
(a remarkable one, given the prospects of serious ill-treatment by the 
authorities). Yet that was not the main cause of their success, which was 
derived instead from huge public buy-in and increasing levels of defection 
from the regime. There is a danger that XR is creating the impression that 
if it gets 3.5% of the population ‘on board’, then it doesn’t much matter 
if it alienates everyone else. This would be a false lesson to draw from 
Chenoweth’s work. In reality, the successful movements she cites saw the 
3.5% engaging in nonviolent direct action (NVDA) as only the visible part 
of an iceberg above the water. A majority of people – below the water-
line – were not disconnected. Can the same, however, be honestly said 
of the British public when it comes to the CEE?

Correlation does not imply causation
XR co-founder Roger Hallam noticed that successful rebellions tend to 
get a small percentage of the population taking part in illegal action, a 
far smaller number arrested, and a far smaller number imprisoned. He 
reasoned that if XR attained those numbers, then rebellion will be suc-
cessful. But that simply does not follow. It is what is known as a fallacy of 
misplaced concreteness. Aiming directly at those numbers will fail if the 
actions undertaken in pursuit of the goal alienate much larger numbers.

Some of the above played out in October 2019. Numbers of arrests 
were up but this didn’t create greater success. In fact, success was clearly 
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lower than in April. Public attitudes towards climate didn’t continue 
shifting in XR’s favour in October. XR’s own YouGov polling, mentioned 
in the previous section, clearly shows this, with XR’s own popularity 
falling to 5% – a fall also indicated in the level of donations, email sign-
ups, Facebook likes, etc.

This leads us to conclude that XR is already approaching terminal 
fatigue with its existing methods. Moreover, a vital part of a shift in 
strategy also needs to ensure that never again can a tiny unrepresen-
tative sliver of the movement, in the name of the whole movement, 
undertake ‘autonomous’ actions hitting relatively poor communities95 
(however brave and well-intentioned that sliver may be).

The 3.5% figure did give some of us genuine renewed hope that real 
change may be achievable, but we have learned now that this tactic will 
not succeed on its own. Relying on this, if we don’t diversify our offer-
ing, will lead to failure and burnout. Without abandoning the principles 
of mobilisation, it makes sense to foment, spread, and embody a story 
that will resonate with vast numbers of the public. That is the raison 
d’être of the story set out in the previous section. A chance to build a 
movement both wide and deep. We need to encourage the iceberg to 
form below the surface.

The public will only feel that it is genuinely sad/wrong/unjust that XR 
rebels are imprisoned if they deeply identify with the reasons that 
people sacrificed their freedom in the first place. This requires more 
than just a vague general sympathy; it requires being emotionally and/
or intellectually on board. It requires story-led actions that make sense 
to the wider public so they understand and feel this as an emergency.

One more heave?
We are sceptical that the current XR strategy can attain five thousand 
arrests on its proposed return to the capital’s streets in 2020. Without a 

95 See Chapter 18: those using Canning Town station early in the morning were primarily work-
ing class.
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significant change of direction, getting even the same number of arrests 
as XR had in October 2019 will be problematic. We are also sceptical 
that five thousand arrests would overwhelm the justice system anyway. 
The US justice system has easily coped with similar – in fact with far 
greater – numbers in the past. Consider especially the May Day pro-
tests in 1971.

We think the ‘one more heave’ theory for 2020 is therefore flawed. It is 
premised on hoping something that is no longer working will work next 
time. For reasons set out in the first section, even if XR achieved its aim 
of five thousand arrests, the general public is (as things stand) unlikely to 
perceive this as anything other than a source of big irritation. Suffice to 
say, public sympathy for XR’s cause will be negligible at best, and the sac-
rifice among those rebels arrested and imprisoned will be in vain.

You don’t get sympathy by aiming for X number of arrests. You get it 
by doing something beautiful, powerful, intelligent, meaningful, and res-
onant, that challenges the authorities to either arrest you en masse – 
risking great public sympathy – or lets you get away with it.

So, using the shift in story suggested in the opening section, we pro-
pose we need to think hard about meaningful and resonant targets for 
actions. This is a step towards a story of change that could resonate 
more with rebels and with the wider public alike. Thereafter, XR will be 
in a position to reap the full benefit of the expertise it has developed 
around mass mobilisation.

In other words, what we are setting out here is a route by which we can 
achieve the goal of the original XR theory of change. A route by which 
we can arrive at numbers so huge, and popular sentiment sufficiently 
supportive, that mass mobilisation in the capital will be overwhelming.

Vulnerability and actions
As outlined in the previous section, the story of our collective vulnera-
bility is key. The way to tell it requires actions that embody and transmit 
that collective vulnerability.
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Our new story could therefore be framed as reversing the (neo-liberal) 
gamble humanity made on efficiency over resilience. A first draft of this 
story appeared in the online magazine The Conversation in December 
2019, by climate scientist Professor Will Steffen (lead author of the 
‘Hothouse Earth’ report96) and systems expert Professor Aled Jones, 
who jointly highlighted how increasingly extreme weather events may 
soon become severe and frequent enough to cause what’s called ‘syn-
chronous failure’.

This means a crisis in one country could – due to our interconnected 
global system – lead to failure in many others. Examples include (most 
crucially) food production, global supply chain resilience, political risk, 
insurance, and finance, to name but a few. In most instances, the just-
in-time cost-minimisation philosophy applies, which means there is no 
resilience or buffer in the system. It’s why supermarkets evolved to not 
hold any stock onsite. And why they’ll be three-quarters empty within 
three days, if not re-supplied.

This calls upon the centre of XR to combine its understanding of cli-
mate science with that of complex human systems that sustain our 
everyday lives. In autumn last year, the BBC broadcast a three-part 
series called ‘What Britain Buys and Sells in a Day’. It inadvertently 
showcased many of the vulnerabilities engineered into our food and 
manufacturing industries, which rely on a seamless, orderly, globally 
enabling environment to function.

The first step to designing actions to transmit these vulnerabilities would 
be for the centre of XR to reach out to systems experts, alongside the 
people who understand impacted industries and who can pinpoint the 
stories to tell. What, for example, will happen when that smooth enabling 
environment gives way? Of course, designing actions that embody vul-
nerability is more complex and inevitably carries risk. We are not advo-
cating, for example, that groups of rebels across the UK simply head out 
and block a supermarket depot to disrupt supermarket deliveries across 

96 https://www.pnas.org/content/115/33/8252 

https://www.pnas.org/content/115/33/8252
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their region. Such an action would need to be very carefully designed 
and would need to embody recently leaked damning information (see 
below) highlighting the precise vulnerability, so as not to fall into the bear 
trap of previous ‘head-turning’ actions such as that at the Canning Town 
tube station. Rather, the type of embodied actions we envisage will flag 
up vulnerability, and will be nuanced, piloted, and built around inconve-
nience rather than outright disruption.

Decentralised and co-ordinated actions would therefore still affect 
working people but, if framed by XR correctly, wouldn’t be over-
whelmingly perceived as targeting working people in the same way 
that stopping public transport does. XR would instead be issuing a 
smart wake-up call. Front running Mother Nature, if you will, by dis-
rupting in a relatively small but widespread way, now, so as to highlight 
and ultimately help prevent vast disruption in future.

Addressing interests that maintain vulnerability
Acknowledging that some of us will have to change way more than 
others – starting with the wealthiest – is part of embodying the new 
story. It is the polluter elite in the UK (and all other countries) who 
are most responsible for the climate and ecological crisis through 
their luxury consumption and their investments in polluting compa-
nies. The polluter elite – alongside other vested interests and central 
government – can and should be positioned by XR as blockers to 
the resolution of vulnerabilities that will be exacerbated by climate 
change-induced shocks.

The polluter elite are billionaires and their multi-millionaire kin, who 
profit the most from the economic system that’s destroying the planet. 
We envision XR making this visible in a different way to what has gone 
before. This is vital, since previous attempts by environmental NGOs 
and other civil society groupings have largely failed.

One possible way is for XR to leverage the existence of TruthTeller.Life, 
an online gateway for whistle-blowers – developed by XR in 2019 – 
to tell their truths about the future through the anonymous disclosure 
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of confidential information or leaks. If supported by embodied actions, 
TruthTeller.Life could help realise XR’s first demand by encouraging 
truth-tellers working inside the system to become invisible rebels by 
leaking withheld information.

Above all, it’s essential that actions embody the new story by also call-
ing in rather than calling out the targets of planned actions. In essence, 
be loving as well as raging, which is not a big stretch for XR, as we 
have consistently, successfully achieved this in the manner of our pro-
tests (with only a few exceptions that have drawn disproportionate 
media attention). This pivot to a new story will be essential for move-
ment-building in 2020, as XR seeks to shrug off the tag of being ‘elitist, 
middle-class, and out of touch’. The intention is to demonstrate we are 
on the side of working people without coming across as ideologically 
motivated class warriors. This underscores the shift in storyline and 
storytelling through embodied actions.

It says: if you’re a believer in social justice, and deeply concerned by 
the real threat of climate breakdown, be part of XR. If you would like 
capitalism to evolve beyond its destructive tendencies and are deeply 
concerned by the real threat of climate breakdown, be part of XR. But 
you don’t have to be either, or anything else. You just have to believe 
in nonviolence and the need to act now because of the climate emer-
gency. The ambition is for us as a society to really feel this emergency at 
last. If the polluter elite go on as they are, then it’s curtains for humanity. 
That is not ideology. It is plain and simple fact. This is what the some-
what misleading slogan ‘beyond politics’ really means: that very radical 
action is now needed in order to enable us to hold on to what we’ve 
achieved. That action will involve the creation of a more equal society 
– not for reasons of ideology, but for reasons of survival.

A vision of post-vulnerability
It’s incredibly difficult to face up to this awful climate reality even as it 
becomes more obvious all over the world. It’s also going to be incredi-
bly difficult to change this system, for the reasons set out in this section 
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and the previous one. It is why the new story also holds a vision for 
what the future might look like when today’s sources of vulnerability 
are resolved.

For the reasons just set out, we believe this is rooted in visioning a sig-
nificant shift towards equality at the local, national, and global levels. 
That shift is part-symbolised by the (non-rancorous) targeting of the 
polluter elite at each level.

But the highlighting of contemporary vulnerability is in effect just the 
nose of the new story. It is why, in 2020, we envisage XR elevating the 
relevance of adaptive and regenerative measures at local, national, and 
global levels. This invites us to consider how XR might embody a vision 
for a post-vulnerable world and is the subject of our closing section.

Section 3: Can you dream it?

The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.

 – Eleanor Roosevelt

As the opening section set out, XR needs a story – and a broader 
invitation to act – that speaks to non-environmentalists. We there-
fore envisage a Rebellion that appeals to social, emotional, and cultural 
yearnings. One that not only links people to their core values spanning 
respect, fairness, morality, and love, but one that connects the personal 
with the political – or societal – backdrop that holds so many people 
in check.

The phrase ‘shit life syndrome’ is now a commonly used term for that 
backdrop among the nation’s general practitioners. It describes condi-
tions of patients arising from poverty and record levels of loneliness 
and isolation, now recognised as a leading cause of disease and death. 
Indeed, our separation from ourselves and each other seems only to 
accelerate in line with the speed at which humanity surpasses plane-
tary boundaries.
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But it’s really beneath such statistics that XR needs to focus: on the 
everyday and unsung stories of disconnection and vulnerability that 
might not be the stuff of headlines, but are nevertheless deeply held 
and painfully felt. At first glance, this can feel very different from the 
defiant and visible energy of rebels sounding the Climate and Ecological 
Emergency.

A tale of two invites?
Both these energies were arguably present during October’s Rebellion 
when, alongside the dominant energy of occupation and disruption, a 
parallel story emerged about a deep awakening to the reality and pain 
of the violence and harm humans are causing to each other and the 
natural world. This story took the form of a 25,000-strong ‘grief march’ 
that snaked its way through the rain-soaked streets of London’s West 
End on the middle Saturday of Rebellion.

For some rebels camped out in the cold and damp for five days already, 
it probably looked like just another march that wasn’t going to change 
anything. But then there can be no shrinking from the fact that 3.5% 
of the population (from which we shall assume the marchers were 
drawn) need another way to collect and express their solidarity. This 
was a regenerative, movement-building action that contributed to our 
second principle and value (P&V):97

Principle 2: We set our mission on what is necessary. Mobilising 3.5% of 
the population to achieve system change – using ideas such as ‘momen-
tum-driven organising’ to achieve this. 

But perhaps this unearths a creative tension – or even a paradox – 
with our third P&V:

Principle 3: We need a regenerative culture. Creating a culture that is 
healthy, resilient, and adaptable.

97 For a listing of our Principles and Values, see https://sites.google.com/site/empathycirclehub/
projects/xr-principals 

https://sites.google.com/site/empathycirclehub/projects/xr-principals
https://sites.google.com/site/empathycirclehub/projects/xr-principals
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When we say we need to mobilise only two million people, how does 
that connect with building a regenerative culture internally and exter-
nally through our messaging, storytelling, and actions?

Because a healthy, resilient, adaptable culture depends on most of us 
being in healthy relationships with one another and the earth. We can’t 
live in a microcosm. Any regenerative culture we pursue or cultivate 
has to live in deep empathy with those that it comes into contact 
with.98 A culture that cultivates self-awareness, inner knowledge, and 
agency, as it seeks to engage and collaborate across differences and 
divides. A culture of belonging and community connectedness where 
each community supports values of respect and kindness towards the 
‘other’, undivided from the natural world. This is about leading an undi-
vided life that recognises the pluriversality and complexity of all life and 
its ecology. It needs everyone to feel acknowledged and appreciated. 
Our third P&V demands we communicate with more than 3.5% of the 
population.

In contrast, XR’s second P&V evokes what the late American cultural 
anthropologist Margaret Mead had to say about social change: ‘Never 
doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change 
the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.’

Has such thinking inadvertently given some rebels permission to close 
their ears and hearts to the majority of the general public, because sup-
posedly the latter aren’t needed? Has this in turn created licence within 
XR for alienating working people and people of colour? Put another 
way, how did the Canning Town tube station action fit with XR want-
ing to be part of birthing a paradigm shift where people are able to 
embrace interdependence and live in regenerative cultures? Are we in 
fact telling ourselves that XR can co-lead a march to radical equality, 
reconciliation, and deep collaboration, at the same time as it separates 
itself from the perceptions, stories, culture, and needs of 96.5% of the 

98 Skeena and I discuss this aspect in much more detail in this ‘empathy circle’, which is 
itself a fascinating process worthy of wider understanding: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=2zfzhjR2LLg 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2zfzhjR2LLg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2zfzhjR2LLg
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population? If so, are we back to trying to operate on thin ice without 
a solid iceberg beneath us?

Our full ToC recognises that we are here to create a polarisation phe-
nomenon. So yes, in its own way XR is necessarily a divider and, given 
its tactics, has and will continue to be perceived by some as confron-
tational and unreasonable. Perhaps a through line for XR is offered up 
by what authors Mark and Paul Engler had to say in their book This 
is an Uprising: ‘For polarisation to pay off, the positive must outweigh 
the negative. And here the reaction of the general public – those not 
already aligned with either side – is critical. When the process works, 
members of the public are alienated by the extremism of reaction-
ary opponents.’ This means that we are counting on a broad base of 
sympathy at the same time as unreasonable reactions from the state. 
Building this base is going to be enormously hard for XR in 2020 when 
the means of communication are so tightly controlled and manipulated 
by a few organisations with gigantic systemic power.

Thus, XR also needs to look at an engagement strategy that works 
with frustrated journalists, advertising agencies, and businesses, aware 
or open to the challenge of circumventing mainstream media while 
also trying to fence with it. This is where centrally framed co-ordinated 
actions can also add value, because it will be much easier for people in 
the UK to find sympathy with the purpose of XR if both the story and 
the invitation to participate in nonviolent action are local.

Who are the 3.5%?
So far, XR hasn’t chosen to specifically target a certain demographic 
in terms of rebel recruitment – the magic 3.5%, so to speak. What XR 
has observed – and been lambasted internally and externally for – is 
that most rebels are white and middle class, using their power and 
privilege to demand change. XR can be enormously grateful for the 
efforts of such rebels while taking credit for providing them a unique 
space to come together and collectively embody their anxiety about 
the future through loving and courageous discussions and actions. The 
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quadrillion-dollar question is how to scale up this precious invitation 
and make it more diverse.

Right now, as demonstrated by XR’s current strategy process (ongoing 
at the time of writing), growing that invitation is frustrated by a consis-
tent lack of space, recognition, and championing of diverse ideas and 
voices in the centre of XR. In its place, power is wielded through struc-
tures, co-founder power, strategy and tactics formation by a very small 
group of people.

Zack Exley and Becky Bond reflected on the failures of the last Bernie 
Sanders campaign in their book Rules for Revolutionaries. They dedi-
cated a chapter to their conviction that revolutionary campaigns must 
be co-led by the most marginalised voices in society, not least because 
such people are able to better see the blindspots that oppression and 
prejudice garner for those benefiting from systems set up to serve elite 
privilege. We feel XR would do well to take this on board, so as to gen-
uinely embody our seventh P&V:

Principle 7: We actively mitigate for power – breaking down hierarchies 
of power for more equitable participation.

And maybe this P&V is a gateway, as it’s only by committing to the 
above that XR can genuinely embody the following P&Vs:

Principle 1: We have a shared vision of change

Principle 4: We openly challenge ourselves and our toxic system

Principle 6: We welcome everyone and every part of everyone

A shared vision of change literally needs to be shareable and relatable, 
which requires an inherent and identifiable commitment to represen-
tation and redistribution of power. To challenge our toxic system, we 
need to challenge the oppression and dehumanisation of those that 
don’t fit into white privilege and be honestly welcoming to everyone. 
We need to deliberately and consciously make space for those that are 
different from us.
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This could also naturally relieve any tension between our second and 
third P&V outlined above – that we need an early small minority of 
people (3.5%) to support our ask alongside building mass awareness 
and empathic connection among the wider population. It tells us that 
the complex and comprehensive work of reconnection and reconcilia-
tion cannot be shunned. It is the process by which our inner work lights 
our shadows to connect with the outer work of taking us out of our 
separation and powerlessness and into regenerative cultures. It’s where 
we know we have to decolonise our attitudes and behaviours if we are 
to enable planetary repair.

The requirement for reconnection and reconciliation (R&R) cannot 
be underestimated. Below are six levels of R&R work that XR could 
choose to embody through storytelling, networking, and actions. It is 
our R&R work that will enable our bold and beautiful visions to begin 
to create power and energy enough for transformation.

1. Inner reconciliation – reconciling with our truth, grief, fear, and 
rage with self-care.

2. Community reconciliation – supporting community cohesion 
and belonging.

3. National and global reconciliation – supporting the reconcilia-
tion of divided communities and facilitating reconciliation work 
between and within over-consuming and lower-consuming 
countries.

4. Earth reconciliation – encouraging renewed relationship with 
and respect for non-human life and earth elements (air and 
water).

5. Reconciling with those we view as different or as ‘other’.

6. Reconciling and encouraging relationship with greater con-
sciousness or that which we don’t know through our minds.

Through our principles and values and vision, we wonder if we can 
model what the future is asking of us all by being genuinely prefigurative. 
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If we can lean into the creative tensions and conflict outlined above, 
and apply new ways of transforming what is violent, difficult, and stuck, 
perhaps we can we make a genuine contribution to the work of R&R 
as a precursor for building truly regenerative cultures. If XR seeks to be 
the transformation it is asking of the world, then we might catalyse the 
pre-conditions for a leap in empathy consciousness required to deliver 
on XR’s second demand, which is tantamount to system change.

With this in mind, below is a diagram, included in our original DNA 
training for rebels. This Venn diagram is based on the thinking of Gandhi, 
as interpreted by Chris Moore Backman and Joanna Macy, founder of 
‘The Work that Reconnects’. It has been adapted for XR to guess at 
what the most enormous change in human history might involve.

The diagram suggests that we cannot hope to secure the vast trans-
formation of systems and relationships that we need without three 
strands of inner and outer action happening all at once. We need per-
sonal, local, national, and global change. Harm and violence exist in all 
three domains and we simply cannot change one without the other as 
they all trigger and feedback on one another.

The diagram suggests that we cannot hope to secure the vast transformation of systems and  
relationships that we need without three strands of inner and outer action happening all at once. 
We need personal, local, national, and global change. Harm and violence exist in all three  
domains, and we simply cannot change one without the other as they all trigger and feedback on 
one another.  

In a UK context, the very opposite played out during the December 2019 general election. It  
illuminated a mass sense of powerlessness where the highly manipulative messages, “get Brexit 
done” and “take back control”, nonetheless successfully attracted 45% of voters. Powerlessness,  
as discussed by international teacher Miki Kashtan from the Non Violent Global Liberation  
Community, is one of the components of Toxic Patriarchy. The other two being the Separation 
and Scarcity stories. Combined, they have arguably been the origin of colonialism, class war,  
racism, militarism, and most recently, neoliberalism. 

We all carry this story in our DNA. Ultimately it is the reframing of this story, and the rewiring 
of the heartache it feeds, that will generate the reconciliation and collaboration now necessary for 
deep adaptation and resilience.        

So how can XR go about dreaming, suggesting, and embodying such a vision for a post-vulnerable 
world? To date, our commitment to emergency-mode messaging has been almost exclusively 
focused on one of its three stages set out by clinical psychologist Jane Morton: 

 1. Tell people there is an emergency.
 2. Tell people change is possible: inspire them with a vision of change.
 3. Ask people to act according to their values. 
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In a UK context, the very opposite played out during the December 
2019 General Election. It illuminated a mass sense of powerlessness 
where the highly manipulative messages ‘get Brexit done’ and ‘take 
back control’ successfully attracted 45% of voters. Powerlessness, as 
discussed by international teacher Miki Kashtan from the Nonviolent 
Global Liberation Community, is one of the components of Toxic 
Patriarchy. The other two being the Separation and Scarcity stories. 
Combined, they have arguably been the origin of colonialism, class war, 
racism, militarism, and, most recently, neoliberalism.

We all carry this story in our DNA. Ultimately it is the reframing of 
this story, and the rewiring of the heartache it feeds, that will generate 
the reconciliation and collaboration now necessary for deep adapta-
tion and resilience.

So how can XR go about dreaming, suggesting, and embodying such a 
vision for a post-vulnerable world? To date, our commitment to emer-
gency-mode messaging has been almost exclusively focused on one of 
its three stages set out by clinical psychologist Jane Morton:

1. Tell people there is an emergency.

2. Tell people change is possible: inspire them with a vision of 
change.

3. Ask people to act according to their values.

Evolving our response to stage one (as per sections 1 and 2) and 
extending into stages two and three means XR committing to a very 
different kind of polarisation. It means having the courage to divide 
people from business-as-usual with a courageous story of our collec-
tive vulnerability and our collective moral instinct to love and respect.

In accordance with the views of Professor Andre Spicer mentioned 
in the opening section, it means being sensitive about evoking a fear 
that sends people into a despair that further fuels a paralysing sense 
of powerlessness. Rather, we need to deploy a generous and emo-
tional story about what makes us all vulnerable and equal in our drive 
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to move from surviving to thriving. We can remind people that all life 
wants to grow and thrive and that life can adapt to the harshest con-
ditions. That we are all necessary. That we can dare to be great, as the 
late Polly Higgins, lawyer and ecocide campaigner, used to say. Rooted 
in truth and love, drawing on our nobility and grace, acting with fierce 
courage and not turning our face away from the suffering already in 
high command, we can move through this moment. We can do what 
is beyond the furthest lights of our imagination but within all possibility.

This means telling – and remembering and feeling and modelling – stories 
of togetherness, trust and empathy. It means describing the known and 
imagined beauty of radical equality and resilience through word, image, 
sound, and performance.

So instead of bowing to the ‘scarcity’ story, we share a vision of ‘abun-
dance’ that naturally resolves our vulnerability. Not an abundance of 
stuff and things, but an abundance of what is vital to life: good food, 
good community, living in congruence with our values, in honest rela-
tionship with the natural world, everything that gives meaning.

Inherent here is a shift in energy from only regarding ourselves – or 
being typecast – as activists driven by ‘impossible demands’. It suggests 
a more gentle or nuanced energy for also becoming activators that will 
be essential for movement building and systems transformation. It is, if 
you will, #BeyondActivism.

This may sound clichéd to those of you who’ve been involved in pol-
itics, but this shift will begin in earnest from a place of listening to and 
understanding the public. It will be working with a movement of move-
ments, including UK equality networks, to listen for the relationship and 
empathy needed from XR. To build a mass movement, XR will need 
to create a relatable story for different segments of the public by bor-
rowing from the best that political communications has to offer. A story 
that means something to people who will not suddenly care about 
man-made climate change because there’s another forest fire overseas, 
or a domestic flood 200 miles away.



214

Extinction Rebellion: Insights from the Inside

The same people, however, care about and are interested in doing ‘the 
right thing’ by the people they love and want to protect. Just like the 
alienated commuters on the platform at Canning Town tube station. 
XR needs to tell a story that activates these instincts that lead to the 
withdrawal of consent from the bankrupt and broken systems that are 
destroying what people love, or at least sympathy with those people 
in active rebellion.

Regenerative actions
The central theme of this pamphlet is that XR needs to not only tell 
the new story but embody it through actions. In 2020, XR needs to 
include regenerative and restorative action so that our lived reality 
can pivot from vulnerability to radical equality. It de facto means think-
ing more carefully and creatively about how actions might carry both 
the story of vulnerability and our vision for its resolution. Given such 
actions will be XR’s primary means for movement building, creativity is 
a must alongside a broader invitation for participation.

Actions that unfurl a vision for the future might tell a story of regen-
eration, rewilding, and repair. One idea, contributed by Professor Jem 
Bendell (author of ‘Deep Adaptation: A Map for Navigating Climate 
Tragedy’, the most downloaded climate change paper of all time), sees 
XR affinity groups occupying popular local green spaces to plant fruit 
and nut trees and vegetables. A pop-up allotment so to speak. The 
action could be co-ordinated nationally and be timed to be part of 
other actions around vulnerability, as suggested in the previous section.

Regenerative actions might also start with a mass sing or choir and end 
the same way. How would it be if XR called Friday or Sunday Assembly 
actions (as well as citizen assembly actions) around reconciliation? Or, 
as already has been suggested elsewhere, XR could invite rebels to 
come together and volunteer for clear-up operations in natural disas-
ter areas or food bank support work. 

The authors of this pamphlet aren’t expert at designing mass-coordi-
nated actions or local engagement. The ideas we’ve outlined here are 
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merely intended to help cajole and, if we’re fortunate enough, inspire 
those already working at the centre of XR UK, alongside many thou-
sands of rebels across the UK, to take on the story and make it their 
own. As such, we envision the movement’s regenerative cultures and 
visioning circles working in a more integrative and collaborative way, 
with XR Communities, XR actions, XRLiberation, XRISN and XRIST.

Going global
While this pamphlet is not without ambition when it comes to chal-
lenging XR, perhaps the biggest ask of all is that a new story needs to 
extend far beyond the UK. XR’s growing international network needs 
to be part of developing, evolving, and tailoring the story across numer-
ous countries. It is a recognition that the future of everyone in the UK 
will depend on global responsibility, will, and solutions. Thus XR needs 
to inspire global visioning that tells a story that further ignites global 
NVDA, as part of the telling of our interdependence as a source of 
near-term vulnerability but ultimately longer-term reconciliation. That is 
to say, a very different vision for globalisation.

In conclusion, XR needs to live and breathe its principles, values, and 
vision in a more synthesised and coherent form. The value of the 
power we have created lies in us helping to birth a tremendous col-
lective change of heart that sits at the core of our P&Vs and Vision. It 
is why XR now needs to build greater solidarity and coherence espe-
cially with its international groups, so that it can go on to embody a 
global story that disrupts international institutions and their toxic pillars. 
Whilst we cause disruption, we need to kindle togetherness so that we 
might also inspire the greatest conflict transformation and peace pro-
cess the world has ever known. We are holding a most beautiful para-
dox. A place where love protects and says no and a place where love 
says yes and shows its infinite care.

Back to you...
Congratulations if you made it this far! As the title of this pamphlet 
laid bare, we think XR risks rushing its response to the ‘emergency’ in 
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2020. It sounds the most incongruent of phrases, we know. But we see 
no substitute or shortcut for the more patient demands of storytelling 
and movement building by way of embodied actions. In particular, we 
point to the courage and commitment needed from all of us set out 
in the closing section.

We need to diversify the energy that propelled XR to success in April 
2019 by way of creativity, shapeshifting, and visioning. How else will we 
embody a resonant story that not only teases out vulnerability but also 
embodies humanity’s journey towards equality at all levels?

In the vast transition that is coming, everything will have to change. But 
those that will have to change the most are those with the most. Those 
who have most responsibility for making us all vulnerable need to feel 
that sense of crisis that we help create. Eventually, we can come back 
to London and take to the streets in such huge numbers, and with 
such popular backing and understanding, that the authorities are simply 
overwhelmed.

That – getting our demands met – is the prize that getting our story 
right could yield. 
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