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The existential question for climate activists: have disruption tactics stopped working?
Jack Shenker
As XR shifts away from radical action and the UK government restricts the right to protest, the climate movement is asking tough questions
Mon 6 Mar 2023 13.56 CET
Abridged version
On a bright January morning, seven women convicted of criminal damage during an Extinction Rebellion (XR) protest in April 2021 faced sentencing at Southwark crown court. Their action involved breaking windows at Barclays Bank, a financier of over £4bn in fossil fuels that year. “In case of climate emergency break glass” was their message. The judge issued suspended sentences but dismissed their protest as a futile “stunt.”	Comment by Marie - Gaëlle AMAT: The text starts with the example of the sentencing of XR activists for breaking the glass windows of a bank. The judge criticized their action as inefficient and unproductive
This critique aligns with XR’s recent pivot: on New Year’s Eve, the group announced a temporary shift away from disruptive tactics, opting instead for peaceful mass mobilisation. Its next major action, set for 21 April, prioritises inclusivity over arrest. In contrast, groups like Just Stop Oil and Insulate Britain remain committed to direct civil resistance.	Comment by Marie - Gaëlle AMAT: Meanwhile, the organisation itself has decided to calm down and move away from too radical form of actions, trying to attract more members through more peaceful activism. 
Debates over climate activism tactics are not new. In the 1990s, Earth First! faced similar internal disputes. However, today’s urgency is amplified by accelerating climate destruction, as highlighted by last year’s IPCC report, and by the UK’s socio-political landscape: years of Conservative rule, economic instability, and a crackdown on protests. Amid these tensions, XR’s decision reflects a broader reckoning within the climate movement.	Comment by Marie - Gaëlle AMAT: This kind of internal shift and reflection has already happened in the past in other organisations. XR’s decision shows a mutating climate activism movement, trying to fit more into its own time. 
When XR debuted in 2018, its strategy of mass arrests and bold demonstrations led to notable successes, like the UK Parliament’s declaration of a climate emergency. But missteps, such as the divisive Canning Town protest in 2019, exposed weaknesses in its approach. Meanwhile, other groups, often led by former XR members, adopted more confrontational tactics, dominating media narratives and public discourse.	Comment by Marie - Gaëlle AMAT: Although XR’s old confrontational approach has led to many victories, it has also sometimes failed. 
XR’s “We Quit” statement appears to signal a victory for advocates of moderation, such as former spokesperson Rupert Read. He promotes a less polarising approach, aiming to expand the environmental movement’s mainstream appeal. Yet, the dichotomy between radical and moderate activism is misleading. The two often coexist symbiotically, with extreme actions making moderate demands more palatable. For instance, Just Stop Oil’s interventions have been found to boost support for groups like Friends of the Earth.	Comment by Marie - Gaëlle AMAT: For some who promote a more peaceful approach, the objective is mainly to attract more people to the cause, people who would not accept to participate in any radical or violent action whatsoever	Comment by Marie - Gaëlle AMAT: However the author reminds that we should not oppose too much radical and moderate forms of action, as both usually complete each other. 
A deeper divide within climate movements lies in identifying the true enemy. Is ecological destruction the result of humanity’s collective failure or specific political and economic systems? The answer shapes strategies and narratives. To build lasting change, the movement needs a unified story linking ecological crises with systemic inequities, such as the link between rising sea levels and attacks on labour rights.	Comment by Marie - Gaëlle AMAT: Climate movements have a hard time unifying right now, but they must, in order to be able to have a strong impact on the world societies. They must agree on who / what is to blame for the situation that we face today. 
This narrative must reject apolitical framings of climate issues. Decarbonisation efforts that don’t challenge extractive, undemocratic systems risk being superficial and inadequate. Effective activism requires both diversity in tactics and clarity in purpose.	Comment by Marie - Gaëlle AMAT: In order to be truly efficient, climate movements must take into account to political aspect of the phenomenon. Only by truly interrogate the political organisation of societies will they succeed in provoking meaningful change. 
Amid these debates, mutual respect persists across the movement. Rupert Read acknowledges the value of certain disruptive actions, while Just Stop Oil’s Indigo Rumbelow invites critics to join XR’s April mobilisation. As she puts it, the real divide is not between moderate and radical approaches but between action and apathy.

GLOSSARY
· Convicted : sentenced, found guilty
· Sentencing : penalizing, issuing punishment
· Disruptive: unsettling, disturbing, obstructive
· Mobilisation : gathering, assembly, rallying
· Inclusivity : openness, accessibility, inclusion
· Confrontational : aggressive, antagonistic, combative
· Amplified: heightened, intensified, magnified
· Reckoning : judgment, assessment, evaluation
· Début : launch, introduction, first appearance
· Divisive: polarizing, controversial, conflicting
· Mainstream : conventional, popular, widely accepted
· Dichotomy : contrast, split, duality
· Palatable : acceptable, agreeable, tolerable
· Ecological : environmental, green, nature-related
· Extractive : exploitative, mining-related, resource-draining
· Inadequate : insufficient, lacking, deficient
· Superficial : shallow, surface-level, cursory
· Apolitical : neutral, nonpartisan, non-political
· Decarbonisation : carbon reduction, emission control, green transition
· Persist : endure, continue, prevail
· Acknowledges : recognizes, admits, accepts
· Apathy : indifference, passivity, detachment
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