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Introduction

John Foran

The year 2015 was an important moment in the global climate justice movement. There were the 
UN climate talks in Paris at the end of the year. Activists had been coming to the annual gatherings 
of those annual gatherings, known as COPs for “Conference of the Parties” since COP1 in 1995 to 
hold negotiators accountable to producing a “FAB” treaty, one that would be fair, ambitious, and 
legally binding.

Twenty years of meetings had produced no such treaty, but they had been significant opportunities 
for activists and movements from many parts of the world to gather, meeting each other and 
developing alternative narratives that came to be centered on the emergent concept of climate 
justice. Under the banner “System Change Not Climate Change” a network of movements began to 
form what would come to be known as the global climate justice movement, one of the most 
hopeful and crucial movements of this century.

At the same time, local struggles for climate and environmental justice had been bubbling up in 
many places. These efforts to “stop the bad” and to “create the alternatives” were gathering strength 
– stopping pipelines and other fossil fuel infrastructure, building new kinds of coalitions that would 
be broader and more diverse, and engaging in creative experiments to build worlds that would 
resemble the visions and dreams of the communities that nourished them.

Santa Barbara, California, was one such place, among many. There, in the course of 2015, it could be 
said that the global movement for climate justice became more visible and central to local struggles 
around environmental and social justice. The seeds for more contemporary activism were being 
planted in ways that this book attempts to uncover so they are not be buried too deep to flower.

Nastasja Metz, a researcher from Germany who was then a master’s degree candidate at Roskilde 
University in Denmark, spent the first part of the year interviewing a group of mostly younger 
people who were trying to articulate a politics based on climate justice and informed and inspired by 
the growing movements around the world. Her interviews, and the analysis that she developed based 
on them, are the substance of this book. Though a number of years have passed in the meantime, 
we feel it is useful to see how these local and global actions came together in a particular place at a 
critical juncture in time. They constitute one drop in the currents that have now come together in a 
flowing stream of climate justice activism that continues to grow larger as time grows shorter to 
confront the climate and social crises of our lives.

The words spoken in these pages are not the definitive thoughts of the speakers. Seven years later, 
all have furthered and nuanced their understanding. They are, rather, snapshots of voyages toward 
climate justice, explorations that lead through the present to the future.

***
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Deep thanks are due to all the interviewees, interviewers, transcribers, “smoothers” and editors if 
the transcripts, and coordinators of this volume – it has definitely been a collaboration of many 
hearts and minds!

Santa Barbara, California, 2022
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Part One

The Interviews
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 “Santa Barbara has a long way to go in terms of environmental justice.”

Arlo Bender-Simon

Interview by Nastasja Metz, transcription by Aisha Khan and Marcelo Mendez, edited 
by Brandon Berke (2015)

Arlo Bender-Simon: My name is Arlo Bender-Simon. I just graduated from UC Santa Barbara as a 
History and Environmental Studies major, and I work for the California 
Student Sustainability Coalition (CSSC)on the Students Against Fracking 
campaign. 

Nastasja Metz: What is your campaign about?

Arlo Bender-Simon: Students Against Fracking is pretty self-explanatory; it’s in the title. Our goal 
is to connect students to the statewide campaign called Californians Against 
Fracking, to local efforts to ban fracking, such as the Measure P campaign 
that erupted here in Santa Barbara, and with other students who are working 
on this throughout the state. 

Nastasja Metz: When did you start with Students Against Fracking and how did you get 
involved with this? What is your motivation?

Arlo Bender-Simon: Students Against Fracking has been an idea within CSSC for about two years 
now. The organization didn’t obtain funding until last summer, which is why 
we started last September. As a third year going into my senior year here at 
UCSB, I felt a little lost, as a lot of people probably do starting their last year. 
I didn’t know where my life was headed, and I realized I wasn’t involved in 
much. So, I started to go to Environmental Affairs Board meetings, and 
that’s how I got introduced to CSSC. I volunteered to be on the planning 
team for the convergence that happened on campus last spring. CSSC holds 
a conference twice a year in which three or four hundred students from 
across the state come together to a single school to talk about themes of 
sustainability. I committed myself to the CSSC from November 2012 to May 
2013. 

At the same time, I attended a 350 Santa Barbara meeting at which we 
discussed the prospect of starting an organization to attempt to get an 
initiative on the November ballot. We voted on a name for this group at that 
meeting, and the name “Santa Barbara County Water Guardians” won. That 
meeting occurred in February 2014, and we ended up spending the entire 
month of April gathering as many signatures as we could. The goal for the 
UCSB campus was 2,000 signatures, 4,000 being the ambitious goal. 
Spearheading both of those efforts at the same time was a little intense; we 
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had to plan the convergence, try to gather all the signatures on campus, and 
then talk about fracking to a lot of people who did not know about it. The 
convergence was a success and we gathered about 20,000 signatures county-
wide to get the initiative (Measure P) on the ballot.

Nastasja Metz: So, you were part of this process from the very beginning?

Arlo Bender-Simon: Yes, that’s how I felt but, in reality, they’d been talking about getting a ballot 
initiative for a while. It dates back to late 2013 when they were 350, a brand 
new organization at that time. 350 Santa Barbara was working to oppose a 
project proposed by Santa Maria Energy to use cyclic steam injection in 
northern Santa Barbara County. 350 Santa Barbara was devastated that the 
project was approved, and its members didn’t like that the strictest options 
for regulation weren’t upheld. They decided, rather than trying to pressure 
the county government every time an oil project was up for review, to put in 
place regulations that would essentially prevent any of these projects from 
happening again.

Nastasja Metz: Measure P failed, but for you it was still a success?

Arlo Bender-Simon: Sixty percent of the county said, “No, we don’t want this.” I think about 
100,000 people voted on this. Regardless of how they voted, those 100,000 
people knew what they were voting on. They, at least, knew fracking is 
something that isn’t happening in Santa Barbara right now, but it could 
happen here in the future. The campaign educated a lot of people, regardless 
of whether or not it succeeded. I think of a quote from Becca at a recent 
Californians Against Fracking tour stop in Santa Barbara in which she thanks 
the oil industry for all of the publicity and all the money they gave us for 
publicity. So, seven million went toward fracking, but now people know what 
it is, at the very least.

Our effort failed, but that was back in November. There were eight different 
locations nationwide that voted on whether or not to ban fracking. Of those 
eight, four of them chose to ban fracking. So, even though we were one of 
the failures, there was a lot of success elsewhere.

Nastasja Metz: Did you also try to address environmental justice through your campaign? 
Did you talk to Latinx people, or try to create a bilingual campaign and reach 
out to workers? Did you connect with people with less money who might 
not be involved in all of this?

Arlo Bender-Simon: Santa Barbara likes to pride itself on the fact that the first Earth Day 
occurred here and it claims, “This is where the environmental movement in 
America started.” Regardless of whether or not those claims are true, Santa 
Barbara did not initiate the environmental justice movement and was not 
particularly progressive regarding social justice. It has a long way to go in 
terms of environmental justice. 
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There was a meeting that happened two months or so after the failure of the 
initiative. All the different organizations involved in the “Yes on P” 
campaign sent representatives and other folks who were particularly involved 
also attended the meeting. I think there were fifty or so people at this 
meeting and we talked about what happened. We asked each other why it 
didn’t pass. Someone made that observation that we did an awful job 
reaching out to the Latino community, which is a huge part of this county. 
Folks said we need to have more Latino families involved, and during this 
conversation, there were only white people in the room. So, it’s great to have 
this conversation, but it didn’t seem like we were doing much as a result.

Nastasja Metz: What do you think is the main problem causing this divide in which only the 
white people look at this issue?

Arlo Bender-Simon: I believe it has a lot to do with comfort. The CEC [Community 
Environmental Council] and the EDC [Environmental Defense Center] are 
two mainstream environmental organizations in Santa Barbara. They were 
both founded after the oil spill in 1969, and both are very well-known in this 
community. They seem very comfortable with their role. They like saying, 
“Oh, this oil project is happening. Let’s get folks out to the public meeting 
and do something about it.” They did not like what we did by going outside 
of their structure. They don’t like 350 Santa Barbara doing something outside 
of their structure. 

350 Santa Barbara is a group of mostly white people. How are they going to 
reach out to people of color? Right now, I don’t like being critical of the 
CEC and EDC because I like a lot of what they do, but they are 
organizations dominated by white people. If they are comfortable with their 
position in Santa Barbara, it seems they’re going to need to be a little more 
uncomfortable if they want to work seriously toward achieving 
environmental justice.

Nastasja Metz: What you’re saying reflects the global problem with the whole movement. 
There’s the notion that it must be a white, Northern idea of perfecting the 
environment and trying to stop climate change. Other people are much more 
affected by climate change, but they don’t have the resources to do much. At 
the COPs, you observe the same situation. People of color from the Global 
South don’t have the resources to attend the meetings, and they get excluded. 
Your story reflects the global structure.

What does climate justice mean to you? Do you have any definitions for 
yourself? 

Arlo Bender-Simon: Climate justice means that climate change is equally important to everyone. 
Climate change is something that affects all of us. It doesn’t affect us all 
equally, but it is equally important to all of us. We all have a stake in the 
future. I think everyone cares about where our future is headed. Be that 
because you are connected to your family that is going to live in the future, 
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or your community or business is going to exist in the future. You probably 
care about the state of the world after your death, right? This is true for most 
of us. 

You can pretend climate change isn’t happening, that it won’t affect you, or 
that other people’s suffering doesn’t matter, but you deny the reality that you 
are connected to the entire world. Climate justice is about caring for this 
planet and all its inhabitants, and wanting a just climate situation. 

It’s interesting that climate refers to weather and cloud movement, but also 
refers to the environment and what is around you at the same time. There is 
a climate right now on this patio, and it could be a just or unjust climate. The 
climate of social situations is just as important in all of this as is the climate in 
terms of the weather. It seems too much of the environmental movement 
thinks, “Oh, it’s our impact on the environment, ripping up trees, and 
digging out this oil.” That’s merely the most blatant example of how we’re 
interacting with the planet in a terrible way. We constantly create unjust and 
threatening climates within our society. That’s an entire, great conversation 
our society isn’t having right now, outside of a few prominent examples. I 
think I’m working on fostering this understanding of the connections 
between social justice and our destructive impacts on the environment. 

Nastasja Metz: How do you think things can change? Do you think there has to be a 
complete transformation of our system, entailing an end to capitalism? Do 
you think social movements can change something? 

Arlo Bender-Simon: I think things are changing. When I entered college, climate change was not 
as big a deal in terms of media coverage, and how it’s approached now. This 
might just be me failing to pay attention, but it seems like people are making 
the connections between social justice and climate change on a global level. 
We’re seeing some glaring examples of countries moving quickly to transition 
their energy sources away from fossil fuels, but is that enough? Is that the 
sort of change we need? Are Germany, Denmark, and other countries that 
are seriously transitioning to renewable energy also transitioning socially and 
becoming significantly more just? I don’t know. 

It seems like there are these two extremes people imagine can happen. It’s 
total revolution where we tear down the systems and everything is done. 
That’s scary because we have no idea what that would do. It could be worse 
than it is right now. We could completely unravel the global connection we 
have right now. The other extreme involves doing nothing, and continuing 
on the path we’re taking now. That option is, I don’t want to say more 
terrifying, but we know what will happen if we follow that path. We’re 
somewhere in the middle, and I like to think we’re leaning toward revolution 
and change.

Nastasja Metz: What do you think will win for you?
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Arlo Bender-Simon: I have a tendency to want to get outraged with folks in the fossil fuel industry 
and remove them from the conversations on transitioning away from our 
current system. It’s clichéd to say this because it’s been said a million times 
over the last five months, but we need everybody, even the folks benefitting 
wildly from capitalism right now, to be part of the transition. We’re not going 
to kill people who are doing stuff we don’t like, even if they come kicking 
and screaming. It seems it’s going to be tough to get everyone to have this 
conversation and start acting. Some folks are working hard on this right now, 
and we need to let them continue to do so. We need to join them. I don’t 
know what that means in a larger context. You’re not asking an easy 
question.

Nastasja Metz: I know it’s not easy at all, but what do you think you can do personally?

Arlo Bender-Simon: I think that’s the most important question you’ve asked me so far. I got 
involved in this fracking effort in California to try to get fracking banned. I 
started by engaging in a local effort here in Santa Barbara, and now I’m 
working on a state-wide campaign. However, I feel overstretched with this 
campaign work. I feel I am not being as effective as I could be, and it’s 
largely because I’m trying to take on too much.

I think the best way I can contribute to the climate justice movement globally 
is to work, first and foremost, my health, and make sure I am a fully capable 
individual, always present and acting to the best of my abilities. I also – and 
this is more important than my health – need to get engaged with the 
struggles happening around me. Whether be through supporting the Isla 
Vista Tenants’ Union standing up for the people who have been evicted 
from their homes, or engaging in the conversation about cultural 
appropriation occurring at Santa Barbara City College in which some people 
have pointed out disrespect toward the Chumash living here. I could attend 
monthly meetings on racism in Santa Barbara County and discuss why it’s 
not an issue we’re talking about, or why the Santa Barbara News-Press is 
allowed to continue doing what it has been doing for decades. Getting 
engaged in what’s going on around me and changing, even in a tiny way, in 
Santa Barbara, is going to contribute to larger global efforts. 

Nastasja Metz: Do you have any thoughts on the COPs? In December 2015, the COP 21 is 
coming up in Paris. Do you have any hopes or expectations for the treaty?

Arlo Bender-Simon: The COPs are interesting because you can get hopeful and think, “Oh, 
they’re going to come up with some great deal that’s going to do something." 
Maybe the negotiators will realize that what we, the folks in our communities 
pushing for change, are demanding they listen. Perhaps, they will learn a little 
bit from us, and they’ll write what they learn into whatever agreement they’re 
getting. I have ideas about something that could be easy for them to work 
with. For instance, the UN can work to guarantee no new fossil fuel 
extraction in international territory going forward. Why doesn’t it do that? 
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That’s one side: there’s excitement, wanting to pay attention, and hoping the 
negotiators are going to do the right thing. 

However, there’s also the feeling that it’s a complete waste of time, thinking 
about how to pressure these international negotiators. For the most part, 
they’re not paying attention. They’re writing their priorities, and they have an 
agenda that’s going to benefit our country. They say, “Oh, we can’t enter this 
agreement because America would have to reduce its greenhouse gas 
emissions.” That’s not something they’re prepared to do. 

I feel like these two sides are equal in prevalence within me right now. I want 
to engage, but I also feel it’s a waste of time. Maybe we really need to pay 
attention to the folks who have been attending these COPs. Civil society 
folks have been attending these meetings for years, maybe even the whole 
twenty years, and listening to their thoughts on the most efficient way to 
engage the process is important. It dangerously feels like a waste of time too 
often. 

Nastasja Metz: Again, on your hopes for a better future, for your future, and for the future 
of our generation, what do you think? What do you hope for them, for us?

Arlo Bender-Simon: I hope we can keep learning from each other. Personally, I want to learn 
from people in this community who are doing some amazing things. 
Throughout history, we have advanced as a society because we were 
introduced to new ideas from other cultures and, unfortunately, most of the 
time this meant someone invaded and stole from others. We’ve gotten to a 
point where we are very aware of what is going on globally. I hope we can 
effectively talk about global issues and learn from the cultures around us 
without taking things from them and imposing our will upon them. 

At the local level, I hope I can find a place for myself where I am positively 
contributing to what is going on around me. I want to learn and feel engaged 
in a way that, as I am still growing, I don’t get too comfortable. It seems like 
comfort is causing all of this injustice and destruction of the planet. It’s 
dangerous to act in a way that conveys, “My comfort is more important than 
other stuff going on, that tree, or this community of people who make me 
uncomfortable.” 

Nastasja Metz: Okay. That’s worth a lot. Thank you. 
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“Climate justice, to me, means that we are not simply trying to save the world; we are trying to create 
a world worth saving.”

Mariah Brennan Clegg (Rai Brennan) 

Interview and transcription by Alvina Chowdury (2015)

Alvina Chowdury: Can you give a short outline of what you have done in terms of climate 
justice? 

Mariah Clegg: A short outline … so, it’s a hard question. In terms of something big I’ve 
done for climate activism, I went to Paris for the COP21 negotiations. I was 
mostly interested in the direct action movements happening on the ground 
and I wasn’t really intrigued by what was happening on the floor of the 
negotiation rooms. Some of the purpose of trying to explore the direct action 
movements going on there. I’d say that’s my biggest contribution to climate 
justice activism. 

Beyond that, I’m trying to get involved locally, being a member of the 
Climate Justice Project. I’m trying to be supportive of other groups and get 
involved with other groups’ activities, like bus rides up to San Luis Obispo to 
protest the bomb trains initiative. Primarily, now I’m involved in an anarchist 
worker collective called Bonfire Collective and we’re in the process of 
creating a space for different activist groups to get together. One of our big 
commitments is to climate justice. So, I’ve been trying to connect with 
different groups and spread the word about climate justice. I’ve contributed 
to radio programs, I’m working on a documentary film about climate justice, 
and I’m trying to write, both non-fiction and fiction, about climate justice. 

Alvina Chowdury: That’s awesome and that’s a lot! 

Mariah Clegg: It’s definitely something that gives my life a lot of meaning and direction.

Alvina Chowdury: That’s great. When did you first get involved in climate justice activism? 

Mariah Clegg: I got involved one year ago. 

Alvina Chowdury: When you went to Paris? 

Mariah Clegg: Well, Paris was in December, but one year ago I took John Foran’s class 
called Climate Justice, and that was the first time I heard the term “climate 
justice.” So, I heard the term and thought I had to get involved in this. 
However, I didn’t actually start doing any kind of activism at that point. It 
depends on how you classify activism. Over the summer, I created a film 
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about the drought and the desalination plant in Santa Barbara through the 
Blue Horizons Program. I was creating media about climate justice, but that’s 
not necessarily addressing climate. It could be considered climate justice 
activism, but I only got involved with the climate justice movement about a 
year ago. 

Alvina Chowdury: What was your motivation?

Mariah Clegg:  My motivation for getting involved in climate justice is that climate change is 
the big crisis that brings all other crises to a head. That’s what’s really tricky; 
the destruction of the climate is essentially about domination, hierarchy, and 
concentrating resources in the hands of relatively few people who have 
extracted wealth from everything else. That basic theme runs throughout 
every kind of oppression. All other oppression, whether it’s of different 
races, different classes, different peoples, different animals, is all tied to the 
destruction of the climate. 

Because the climate crisis is so imminent, it means we can no longer take this 
very soft, liberal approach to change. Gradualism no longer works; that 
doesn’t cut the mustard anymore. We need to act quickly and we need to act 
militantly. Climate change makes everything more urgent, I suppose. It really 
challenges the myth that we can just make slow changes. It challenges the 
myth that we are progressing; it changes everything. 

Alvina Chowdury: What does climate justice mean to you?

Mariah Clegg: Climate justice, to me, means that we are not simply trying to save the world; 
we are trying to create a world worth saving. 

Alvina Chowdury: That’s a good definition, I’d say. 

Mariah Clegg: That’s as concise as I can put it. It’s good because, prior to climate justice, 
this white bourgie environmentalism was mostly concerned with megafauna, 
saving the whales. Yes, we should be saving the whales, but it’s about more 
than that. It’s about saving all of us and creating a world we all want to live 
in. There are a lot of ways to imagine a future where we get to save the 
whales, but everyone’s still doomed. 

Alvina Chowdury: 350.org, on its homepage, claims it is building a global climate movement. 
Do you see global aspects of the movement? 

Mariah Clegg: Absolutely, yes. I’m not sure if it’s 350’s doing, but it’s certainly done a lot of 
good work, that’s for sure. It is a global movement, and what’s really 
intriguing about the climate justice movement is that you see all these 
different groups knit together in really complicated and really inspiring ways. 
It really is an intersectional movement. As I was saying before, all of these 
oppressions are bound up with each other. A good example would be 
environmental racism. With climate justice, poverty, class, and environmental 
concerns are all wrapped up within each other. So, there’s a reason for the 
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black community to be environmentalist, to be drawn to the climate justice 
movement for environmental concerns. There’s even better reason for 
environmentalists to start caring about movements like Black Lives Matter. 
So, this really intersectional movement includes all of these people, all over 
world, who’ve been horribly oppressed, and they’re coming together and 
saying we’ve got to overthrow the system.

Alvina Chowdury: The climate justice movement addresses the responsibility of the Global 
North for most of the emissions that created climate change, and thus the 
necessity of the North to take the lead in CO2 mitigation. How do you think 
the movement can address those issues considering the division between 
North and South within the movement?

Mariah Clegg: It’s ultimately about the Global North taking responsibility for what it’s 
done. An important part of the climate justice movement is recognizing and 
confronting domination, and recognizing privilege. If the Global North is 
not willing to accept that, then that’s not climate justice. Its people are not 
being honest about their role in the destruction of the planet, and they’re not 
recognizing their role as the oppressor. 

In the climate justice movement, there is a division between the North and 
the South, certainly, but I’m not sure if it’s a practical division or if it’s a 
philosophical division. We will always work toward creating more solidarity 
between the North and South. It’s not going to be climate justice if the 
North doesn’t recognize its position.

Alvina Chowdury: How did you experience the North-South division at the COPs you attended, 
during the negotiations and in interviews with activists?

Mariah Clegg: Well, the North-South division was very apparent in Paris because it’s a 
privilege just to be able to travel. How many people from the Global South 
can get on a plane, take time out of their lives, and have the resources to buy 
the plane ticket? How do they get to Paris? How do they make their voices 
heard, other than through quote, un-quote “legitimate channels?” Yet, of 
course, there will be representatives from the Global North and the Global 
South sitting in the negotiation rooms. 

As I was saying before, that’s not where the action occurred in Paris. The 
action was on the ground. I certainly saw more white faces than black or 
brown faces on the streets of Paris because the white people either already 
live in Paris [though Paris is certainly not a white city] or came from the 
Global North. They had that ticket and the resources to go. At the same 
time, I did see many Global South solidarity movements coming from the 
Global North, which was really encouraging. Also, not that Mississippi is 
necessarily the Global South, but there is one group I talked with from 
Jackson, Mississippi. It was a black cooperative in Jackson, and the members 
were speaking up about how climate change is affecting Africa from an 
African-American point of view. That was really cool to see. 
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They were on the streets, but, more specifically, in the negotiation halls. The 
Global South was being absolutely mistreated. If you look at the numbers 
regarding temperature, you know what they want to keep the temperature at. 
They said they’re going to keep it at 1.5 degrees Celsius; that was a huge deal 
because that would be an immense commitment. That’s the kind of change 
we need. If you actually look at the numbers, you know what the cuts look 
like. 

The 1.5 figure comes with the assumption that we’re going to figure out how 
to sequester carbon. We’re not going to figure that out. Even if we did, that’s 
not the point. Geoengineering fixes and tech fixes are not the answer. 
According to the COP21 negotiation, it’s looking more like three degrees in 
temperature rise is the goal, and that means millions of people in Africa will 
die, be displaced, or be affected by drought and famine. Islands will go under 
water. It is not good news for the Global South. 

More than that, all these carbon cuts and all of the money that’s supposed to 
go into this big pot for loss and damages are voluntaristic. Nations don’t 
have to commit to that. They’re not going to, as they’re not forced to do so. 
Loss and damages is money that would be distributed to countries primarily 
in the Global South that are experiencing insane disasters. They’re quote, 
unquote “natural disasters” because they’re not completely natural. They’re 
seeing these crazy hurricanes, tsunamis, droughts, and famine. This big pot 
of loss and damage money is supposed be distributed to those countries that 
need it. The Global North is supposed to pay into that. However, it’s still all 
voluntaristic; it’s not enough to say that they’ll volunteer. In conclusion, it 
does not look good.

Alvina Chowdury: Do you believe that deep and transformative social change can be generated 
by social movements? Why or why not? 

Mariah Clegg: It has to be! How else do you get true social change? It’s got to be through 
on-the-ground movements. This change is not going to come from above. 
It’s not going to come from the state apparatus. 

Alvina Chowdury: Exactly, it has to come from social movements. How do you think the 
climate justice movement can generate change? 

Mariah Clegg: I think it’s promising that the climate justice movement is knitting all these 
other movements together. It has the ability to knit together the Black Lives 
Matter movement with more mainstream environmental movements or with 
the queer rights movement. It can connect women’s rights, farmers’ rights, 
labor rights, all these different groups, for truly transformative change. 

Alvina Chowdury: What are necessary steps that need to be taken to generate social change?

Mariah Clegg: We need persistence and openness, love for each other. We can’t be afraid to 
be militant. That’s one point. One inspiring thing about Paris is that there 
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were so many different kinds of activism all the time. I was trying to film all 
of that and make this documentary. Sometimes it was frustrating because 
there would be an awesome protest at the Louvre at the same time some 
other event was happening in Notre Dame. Then, there would be a meeting 
at Jardin d’Alice, which is a public art space and food kitchen. So, there were 
all these different kinds of activism from all across the spectrum of militancy. 
I saw everything from people singing songs together to people throwing shit 
at the police.

That’s what was really inspiring; the unrest was just in the air. That’s the kind 
of climate we need. We need people acting out all the time, in every way they 
can. This is a great anarchist saying: “If the problem is everywhere, then you 
can start anywhere.” I think creating this massive social change involves 
persistence and never ending this constant, imminent, immediate rebellion.

Alvina Chowdury: A rebellion toward change? 

Mariah Clegg: Yes, but also toward fostering love. That’s a big part of the climate justice 
movement, knitting all these struggles together. That’s where the real power 
lies: people talking to each other, recognizing each other’s pain, and 
promising, everyone promising to work together. We need to hear each other 
out.

Alvina Chowdury: Do you already see any achievement or success in your engagement with 
activism?

Mariah Clegg: That’s a depressing question. Next! 

Alvina Chowdury: If you can’t answer that, maybe, what achievements or successes are you 
reaching for in your engagement in activism? What are you hoping to see?

Mariah Clegg: What I’m looking for is the total collapse of the system! I’ve not yet seen this 
total collapse of the system. Alas. However, it’s encouraging that the more I 
talk to people about this, the more open they seem be to these ideas. It’s a lot 
more acceptable now to have radical views on climate justice than it was even 
a year ago.

Alvina Chowdury: I agree.

Mariah Clegg: There’s momentum building, and more people are interested in it. I hate this 
idea of trying to “spread awareness.” We’re beyond the point of awareness. 
Consciousness is what we need to be striving for. It seems like a semantic 
difference, but I think it’s really important. Through awareness, you get to be 
an observer; you get to be a third party, not really embedded in the crisis or 
in the oppression itself. Whereas through consciousness you recognize your 
embeddedness in these systems of oppression. That’s really important and I 
see more consciousness every day. I think that’s what I hope to see. 
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Alvina Chowdury: Okay. What was your hope for COP21 in Paris? How do you assess its 
outcome, “The Paris Agreement?”

Mariah Clegg: What I wanted to see at the COP21 negotiation had nothing to do with the 
negotiation itself and everything to do with what was happening on the 
ground in civil society through direct action. What I really wanted to see were 
many different groups coming together to create absolute mayhem. I saw a 
lot of that. I saw a lot of people putting their necks out and that was really 
good. People were dedicated, angry, and loving. 

Alvina Chowdury: That’s awesome.

Mariah Clegg: It was really inspiring.

Alvina Chowdury: That seems very passionate, obviously.

Mariah Clegg: People are really passionate and … I guess I have to talk about this at some 
point. When I first arrived in Paris, I almost got arrested. Within my first 
sixteen hours of being in Paris, I was in a big kettle, a big police kettle, and it 
was great. We were going to have a big march on 29th. I think it was 
November 29th. Anyway, we were going to hold a big kick-off march, but 
then the Paris terrorist attacks happened and France went into a state of 
emergency. This meant that many civil rights were basically suspended and 
the state had a lot more room to do whatever it wanted. It used that power, 
used the terrorist attack as an excuse to try to squelch the climate justice 
movement. The state put a number of well-known climate justice activists in 
Paris under house arrest and made it illegal to gather in groups of more than 
two if you had a political message. They were basically trying to crush the 
climate justice movement. 

So, this march on November 29th was rendered illegal. We tried to march 
and there were cops there. They tried to stop us, so we fought them. It got 
violent, people wanted to fight, and some people were hurt. There was a lot 
of tear gas and many wounds. There were sound cannons, and those are 
scary. People were shoved around and arrested. Where was I going with all 
this ... what was the question? 

Alvina Chowdury: Do you want me to ask the question again?

Mariah Clegg: That would be great. 

Alvina Chowdury: What was your hope for the COP21 in Paris? How do you assess its 
outcome, “The Paris Agreement”?

Mariah Clegg: Oh. This story has nothing to do with that. It’s good though, so please, keep 
it! So, the cops surrounded us and they kept us in a big kettle. The purpose 
of a kettle is to make everyone really nervous and antsy, so that they turn 
against each other and shove each other. It starts a fight and that gives the 
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police an opportunity to arrest them and break things up. However, we did 
not start a fight; we started a dance party.

Alvina Chowdury: That’s awesome. 

Mariah Clegg: It was great that there was a lot of love and a lot of solidarity in that circle. 
This is the point I was after! A lot of people were really angry with the police, 
which is good because it’s important to unite against the oppressive state. 
State action following the terrorist attacks turned the attention of the climate 
justice protesters against the state, which was a really important move. I don’t 
think it would have happened without the state of emergency. 

Alvina Chowdury: Do you think our current system of governance is able to halt climate 
change?

Mariah Clegg: Not at all. This ties in well with my other point I was scrambling toward with 
this story about République. Oh, yes, République is the name of a square and 
the starting point for the march and the big protests that happened. When 
the state started to crack down on the climate justice protesters, it turned the 
critique of the climate justice protesters against the state. We were no longer 
speaking simply about capitalism or the Global North. We were talking about 
the role of the state in perpetuating climate change, and recognizing that state 
power will not fix this problem. It showed very plainly how wrapped up the 
state apparatus is in extraction and domination. It’s very clear that the state 
has a vested interest in maintaining the status quo because of its financial 
interests and because states are very much owned by corporations. 
Corporations obviously have a stake in maintaining the status quo because, 
well, capitalism. It also showed just how evil state power can be, how 
powerful it is. It really turned people off to the idea that we can ever work 
with the state or corporations. It’s all about domination. 

Alvina Chowdury: Yes. Do you think there can be climate justice under our current capitalist 
system? 

Mariah Clegg: No, capitalism is all about extraction and domination. That’s what climate 
justice is critiquing. Climate justice, or even environmentalism, doesn’t fit 
into the capitalist structure. Capitalism would find a way to run solar energy 
into the ground, you know? It’s all about increase; it’s all about gobbling up 
the world. 

That’s simply not in line with any kind of environmentalism, particularly 
climate justice. 

Alvina Chowdury: What are your hopes for the future?

Mariah Clegg: I hope for total collapse. Everything needs to change. We need to change the 
way gender is constructed, the way that race is constructed, the way we 
extract wealth from the Global South, the way we take most from workers, 
and the way we treat non-human animals. It’s really exciting to think about 
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what the world could look like, and there are so many creative ways we could 
conceive of the world. It’s important for us to dream about the future. It’s 
also important for us not to fixate on one static view. We’re constantly 
creating this future, or that future, because we’re in the process of creating it. 
It’s always going to change and it’s always going to be in flux. There are 
always going to be new conflicts. 

What do I want for the future? I want non-hierarchical, decentralized, local 
governance operating in solidarity with other local movements in a massive, 
global quilt. I like the quilt metaphor because often, with the environmental 
movement with the climate justice movement, people talk about this big tent 
idea. I think that’s really limiting because that way of thinking about 
movements erases the particularity of those movements, of human 
experience, and of what’s important to people. If you instead think about 
different groups coming into contact with each other and rubbing up against 
each other, it’s a better way to think. So, they create this big, patchwork quilt 
of some of the activism that is grounded, imminent, and particular. That’s 
what I want to see in the future in terms of how we can change our 
communities. We can see where they acted against each other and see those 
frictions. We can see where there is solidarity between all these different, very 
local, very particular movements operating like patchwork all over the world. 
Decentralize. Act against hierarchical systems. Try to be loving. We might 
have to use violence to get there, or maybe just property destruction. 

Alvina Chowdury: So, you’re saying we need to use violence to get there, right?

Mariah Clegg: Maybe. We need many people working in many different ways and we need 
to be conscious of the tactics we use. How do you define violence? Is it 
violence to punch up? Is it violent to destroy a nuclear power plant? I don’t 
think so. What if there are people inside? Is that still worth it? These are 
really important questions for the movement to grapple with. However, I’m 
not going to say we shouldn’t use those tactics. It’s important, if we use 
violence, that we punch up. I think that’s one of the characteristics of 
violence – it normally punches down – that we need to change. 
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“One has to engage in a process that has the quality of a struggle for what you think is desirable and 
necessary without being clearly given the assurance that this is going to work.”

Richard Falk 

Interview and transcription by Julie Moorad (2015)

Julie Moorad: My first question for you is did you attend the COP this year or no?

Richard Falk: No, I’ve only attended two. One in Doha and the other in Cancún.

Julie Moorad: And how did you like them?

Richard Falk: Well I had a peculiar relationship to them, in both instances I was part of the 
Turkish delegation. It was interesting, though also a little bit tedious because 
you listen to all the official proceedings. The side events are intellectually 
more interesting than the formal intergovernmental events, but it did give 
you a sense of both the nature and the limitations of this intergovernmental 
multilateralism as an approach. 

Julie Moorad: Just in terms of how the COP functions – based on the decisions that were 
made and the agreements – obviously the language has to be vague in order 
to appease all parties.

Richard Falk: Yes, there’s a race to the bottom in that sense. You have to get the most 
resistant government, tends to control what the compromise is. 

Julie Moorad: Yeah, and do you think there’s an alternative way for the COPs to work so 
that that wouldn’t have to happen?

Richard Falk: Well, of course they can theoretically adopt any kind of rules and procedures 
– that you have to have just a simple majority or a super majority of two 
thirds, or that at least ten governments have to oppose something – that you 
don’t give a veto power, in effect. So the rules are flexible but the ideology 
under the COP is the notion of a process where the political actors are all 
sovereign states and all enjoy sovereign equality, and that state-centric 
conception is one that has a certain claim on representing the way in which 
international society is structured. Therefore, it corresponds with the 
ideology of state sovereignty. But in terms of the practical process of trying 
to get the agreement that you need, it’s a cumbersome and often ineffective 
way of approaching these issues. 

You could imagine something more geopolitically dominating like the UN 
Security Council where the five permanent members have veto power, but 
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nobody else does. Instead, they decided that for something like climate 
change you really needed the participation and the voluntary adherence of as 
many governments as possible. 

Julie Moorad: So in terms of establishing real action on the part of individual governments, 
do you think that it’s possible with the COPs or do you think that is really 
going to come from social movements that drive governments individually to 
make the changes?

Richard Falk: I think that of course that’s an issue in the sense that one has to wait to see 
what happens with this Paris Agreement because that is the biggest test of 
whether this multilateral process can deliver real performance, particularly 
since there is no enforcement mechanism. You’re basically dealing with 
something that I label as “voluntary international involvement.” It is, in a 
way, international law, but because there is no expectation of enforcement, 
compliance is a matter of political will and is voluntary. 

Therefore when other national interests compete with adhering to this 
agreement, they may be more persuasive with political leaders, than this 
abstract futuristic agreement. So it’s hard to say. I think a realistic person 
would be fairly skeptical about this. 

At the same time if conditions worsen and public pressure increases, there 
may be a good synergy between social activism and government behavior. It 
remains to be seen. 

Julie Moorad: And I feel like the timeline of the COP not having to have anything done by 
2020, and then check back in in 2025 – the timeline doesn’t really force that 
pressure to really build. 

Richard Falk: Also, doesn’t correspond with the rhetoric of urgency. If people are saying 
that it’s crucial to begin this process as soon as possible, there’s no really 
legitimate reason for delaying it this way. And it depends on a great deal of 
behavior that is far from assured to occur. 

In the past the US has played a particularly important role because it’s been a 
kind of global leader, political leader, but it is so hampered in that kind of 
capacity – by internal politics here, Congress – where even the democratic 
party is reluctant to use the language of climate change in a congressional 
setting because it is seen as a way of inhibiting political action.

I think multilateralism I think works when there is this mixture of common 
interests and global leadership, and I don’t think there is much global 
leadership. The common interests are so differentiated that it is hard to know 
to what extent they exist. 

On the other hand, the governments are not obliged to do more than they 
want to do. And though that has made the agreement possible, it has also 
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allowed what some people refer to as the “free rider problem” to be quite 
serious. In other words, there is a strong incentive for states to do as little as 
possible. They’ll get all the benefits of others doing as much as possible. So 
there is this peculiar logic of persuading others to take the agreement 
seriously, while you do your best not to be too burdened by it. 

Julie Moorad: So how do you think you shift that mentality?

Richard Falk: Well, I think it is very difficult to shift these governmental mentalities; it’s 
like changing the direction of an ocean liner in the middle of the ocean. 
These bureaucratic structures are quite rigid. There are a lot of special 
interests that assert their leverage and use their leverage to shape behavior of 
the governments.

Again, I think it does depend on something we’ve never seen really in 
international life, which is a powerful transnational social movement. 
Whether that is feasible in a state centric world remains to be seen. 

Julie Moorad: Do you think with globalization and idea of the diminishing nation state – in 
a sense, because I think this idea is still pretty strong – could potentially have 
the power to change things?

Richard Falk: Yes, I think there is a kind of certain forms of globalization, but it also 
generates a kind of backlash against globalization. If you follow our 
presidential campaign, the candidates are talking about building walls, 
creating greater barriers to people. The Republican discourse is even a 
reaction against trade and the kind of presumed benefits of trade that have 
existed ever since the end of World War II. So, it is a period in which you 
have both this very statist mentality and you have a lot of people in society 
assuming a much more globalist consciousness. 

I think there is a certain development of what I call “moral globalization.” It 
expresses itself in empathy toward refugees and migrants, in caring for 
strangers, so to speak. How that plays out, I mean the climate change agenda 
is different because you have self-interest as well as an empathy for others. 
Though some are suffering much more in the present from effects of climate 
change – central Africa and parts of the Middle East are good examples. 

Julie Moorad: So then how does one start social change, do you think? What does an 
individual do if morally you feel this empathy, but how can one, as an 
individual, make change?

Richard Falk: Well, I think one has to engage in a process that has the quality of a struggle 
for what you think is desirable and necessary without being clearly given the 
assurance that this is going to work. One has to accept a certain level of 
uncertainty. There are a lot of initiatives existing in various forms in civil 
society, and I think they do provide vehicles for challenging the established 
order. 
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They’re not strong enough to challenge it very effectively. Although you can 
argue we wouldn’t have the Paris Agreement without the activism that 
preceded it. So it is a kind of case of glass half full or glass half empty. It 
depends whether you wake up in the morning as an optimist or a pessimist. 

Julie Moorad: So what do you feel like your motivation is? Are you one of the glass half full 
kind of individuals?

Richard Falk: Well, I tend to think I’m not smart enough to be pessimistic or optimistic 
because that implies that you can read the future. So I have always believed 
in a kind of politics of conviction. In other words, do that which you think is 
the right thing to do and hope for the best. 

Julie Moorad: That’s a good approach, I would say. 

Richard Falk: There was a Soviet dissident who talked about hope against hope, you know, 
the idea that the impossible happens. If you look at the big changes that have 
occurred, at least in my lifetime – you’re too young for them to have 
occurred in yours – things like the collapse of the Soviet Union or the end of 
apartheid in South Africa, even the Civil Rights Movement here, the Arab 
Spring, the relative liberation of gay and lesbian people, all of those things – 
you couldn’t have predicted them happening until after they happened.

So it’s a good lesson in not thinking that the future is foreclosed, because 
many of those things seemed impossible. I had been involved with some of 
them so I know that state of mind – especially where the most concrete 
experience of this sort that I had was in South Africa during its apartheid era 
when I was there, and nobody, whatever their other points of view, felt there 
was any prospect of a peaceful transition to a multi-racial society, or that 
Nelson Mandela after 27 years in prison would be released – nobody thought 
that. If you said that, people would think you were out of touch with reality.

Julie Moorad: So what do you think, what would you hope to see, idealistically, the first 
steps to making change, even statewide, maybe even internationally?

Richard Falk: Well, I think that you can look at it in several different ways, and you can see 
that what people can affect in a relatively short time span is their local 
circumstance. And if that begins to happen in different settings, and builds 
up a certain momentum, it can create a process of change from below. So far 
we’ve been less dependent on change from above, like from governments, 
but it is possible that people that are community level can begin to create this 
sort of environment. 

Of course, you can’t deal with some of these global climate characteristics. 
You can’t save your community from severe weather incidents or drought or 
fire and so on, but there are things that you can do to either moderate the 
risk or adapt to it, and at least not contribute to it. All of those things build 
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up an ethos that if it becomes generalized enough, does create a different 
political climate. 

Julie Moorad: How do you think you approach people that deny that climate change is 
happening? Or deny that they have any part to play in helping it to not 
happen as quickly?

Richard Falk: It’s difficult if they’re living in a community like this, where you don’t have 
any observable signs of it, and if they don’t understand, or accept, the 
scientific presentations of the danger. It is very hard to persuade them. 
Again, it depends on probably the kind of person and why they don’t take it 
seriously; whether it’s information, or it’s values, there are different reasons. I 
think of course, that it’s important that young people be educated in a way 
that does appreciate the challenge and the reality. I find it hopeful that Bernie 
Sanders for instance, has generated such support among the youth. It makes 
you feel as if the young people could run the country we’d be better off. 
Certainly it’s discouraging that people that are older, and should know better, 
are opting for what we they call” the establishment,” a familiar act of 
candidates that are rooted in the standard ways of behaving and perceiving. 

Julie Moorad: Within that kind of idea of standard behavior, do you think with the capitalist 
system we have, do you think climate justice can be integrated? Or do we 
need to let some of that go? Can the two co-exist, really?

Richard Falk: Well, I think capitalism is the elephant in the room and most people avoid 
talking about it because it seems to be difficult to envision an alternative to it. 
I think there is still enough of the Cold War anxiety about seeming like an 
opponent to capitalism that makes you an advocate of socialism. There isn’t a 
good alternative theory around that has a lot of credibility. There are 
modifications to capitalism that haven’t been discussed very much. 

The shift after WWII from what used to be called Keynesianism to 
Neoliberalism is a shift in the direction of a crueler, harsher capitalism. And 
one could easily imagine and justify a revival of Keynesian approaches. I 
think to some extent that probably underlies a political program of a 
candidate like Sanders, where he is talking about healthcare and student loans 
and free public education and so on. He is basically adopting something we 
would call social democracy, or a form of Keynesian capitalism. 

Julie Moorad: Do you think that the climate justice movement needs to address the issue of 
capitalism more, less, or leave it as the elephant and push forward with other 
things?

Richard Falk: I think that certainly some of the thinkers in the movement should be 
addressing capitalism because it’s hard to achieve justice, given the current 
levels of poverty and joblessness, without addressing those issues. It’s clear 
to me that capitalism isn’t capable of addressing those issues, at least the way 
it’s functioning. In fact, it’s moving in the opposite direction of greater 
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inequality within countries. I just attended a big conference in Texas on 
global inequality and human rights, but it had the same set of preoccupations. 
In other words, I think you do need a critique of the way in which global 
capitalism is now envisioned and operating in its effects on the way people 
live and human security as a focus of concern. You need an economic order 
that is sensitive to the human security of the 99%. 

Julie Moorad: Do you think that, essentially, it is about human security in the end? I think 
that’s kind of the overall goal of these kinds of movements’ However, 
because it is such a large problem, do you attack it from an economic, 
political, climate-oriented standpoint first? Do you think the climate justice 
movement has the ability to tie them all together as one?

Richard Falk: Well, I think as long as, and as soon as, you emphasize justice you are tying 
them together, to some degree. I think one of the characteristics of the 
climate justice movement is to differentiate between different effects on 
different people, such indigenous people, the poor, or people living in Africa. 
Whereas the more mainstream climate movement is primarily concerned 
with reducing greenhouse gas emissions and puts the stress on altering, doing 
things that will keep the average rise in temperature below 2 degrees, or 1.5. 
That is one of the contentious points about the Paris Agreement and 
generally what is prudent, what is safe.

But as soon as you include justice, you’re talking about people as well as 
carbon emissions and greenhouse gas emissions. And as soon as you’re 
talking about people you have to talk about material survival. So you’re 
immediately forced to enlarge the framework of concern. I think there are 
two sorts of main issues. One is to sort of make sure that in addressing the 
climate challenge you don’t intensify the suffering of vulnerable and 
marginalized people. 

That is one side. And the other side is that in the process of adjusting, to 
make sure there’s something equivalent to what decent countries do with 
taxes, that it’s progressive, that people with a lot of resources should be 
making a bigger contribution compared to people with very few resources. 
And same with countries, I mean that is accepted in a way between countries. 
But within countries, it is not very well thought through. You couldn’t get 
the Paris Agreement if there hadn’t have been at least a pledged willingness 
by the richer countries to basically finance the adaptation of the poorer 
countries. There is nothing equivalent, as far as I know, on the part of either 
the richer or poorer countries to make sure that within their societies, the 
richer people bear more of the burden than the poorer people. 

Julie Moorad: Right, it seems like there is almost a disconnect on the global scale and on 
the domestic scale. You’ve got two different perspectives, but everyone 
wants this kind of great end goal and no one is willing to take the personal 
self-sacrifice to achieve it. 
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Richard Falk: Well, it does follow from the kind of world order that has emerged over the 
centuries which is external to the state, there is a sense of this acceptance of 
formal equality. Whereas internal to the state there is a notion of sovereignty 
and each state does what it wants, or depending on its political system how 
the system works. So it’s very – and that’s one of the problems with human 
rights generally – it’s very difficult to impose on the internal political life of a 
state, how it behaves. The bigger the state, the harder it is to impose. In all 
the debate here about whether torture is acceptable or not as a counter-
terrorist tool, there was very little consideration given to the fact that torture 
is considered an international crime, and whether you think it is helpful or 
not, it is unlawful, criminal. 

Julie Moorad: There is just always so much to think about with all of these things, you 
know. I guess how do you, on a more personal level, how do you grapple 
with all of these issues and continue to believe that at some point there could 
be a solution.

Richard Falk: Well as I said earlier, I’m not smart enough to know that there can’t be a 
solution because anyone that tells you that they have a solution is engaged in 
either wishful thinking or some kind of semi-religious view. In other words, 
we don’t have a knowledge base for controlling the future. It is much too 
complicated to know what the future will bring. There are too many variables 
and they interact in too many different ways. So you have to learn to live 
with uncertainty. I think the key to a sustainable world is learning to live with 
uncertainty, but not accepting the dark visions of the future, and trying not 
to be in denial as the climate skeptics are. 

Julie Moorad: Do you think that the divide between North and South really hinders any 
progress we can make? Do you think that that’s something that needs to be 
resolved before we can keep moving forward?

Richard Falk: No, I think though it depends on the North having the incentive and the 
taking the lead. Its prosperity is premised, to a large degree, on exploiting the 
South, so in a way it is payback for a historical process. Of course people 
don’t see it that way. 

Julie Moorad: Do you think that if European countries were to realign their interests and 
become less dependent on exploiting the South that the US could be 
convinced to join their side? Or do you think that a lot of change will need to 
be driven by the United States?

Richard Falk: I think that China has more prospect of influencing the US than Europe 
does at this stage. But I think ultimately that the people in these countries 
will have to be sufficiently mobilized, so the special interests and the 
bureaucracy can be challenged effectively. And that is very hard to do. It 
happened a little bit at the end of the Vietnam War, in this country, and it 
happened a little bit during the Civil Rights Movement. But they were very 
confined issues and once there was some progress movements disintegrated. 
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Julie Moorad: I think that, at least what I’ve noticed back at home, I’m from Berkeley, and 
then here among my peers, which we kind of touched on earlier is that you 
understand that the problem is happening, but you don’t necessarily change 
your lifestyle. Then at the same time I think that a lot of people who are less 
educated view the movement as just a hippie green movement, and I think 
that changing that mentality is pretty challenging because a lot of people are 
coming from a place of privilege where they don’t understand the 
ramifications of their actions. I think it’s that initial “hippie movement, 
what’s the point?” that some people feel, which is disheartening. 

Richard Falk: I think people are becoming influenced by the availability, competitive 
availability, of non-fossil fuel energies such as solar and wind, electric cars, 
those kinds of things. Whether those are anything more than gestures is hard 
to know. And of course the internal politics of important countries will be 
very decisive. If a Republican should be elected president here, with a 
Republican Congress, one can forget even modest progress from the Paris 
Agreement. And of course if the US opts out in some way or doesn’t opt in 
in an appropriate way, it will free many countries that feel more pressures 
from development and other things – it will weaken the incentives to apply. 

Julie Moorad: Do you think there will ever be some sort of turning point that makes 
nations realize we have to stop what we’re doing, that this is just going to 
eventually hurt us all?

Richard Falk: Well, one would have thought that the use of atomic bombs would have 
done that, and it did for a moment. Very traditional leaders were saying we 
either get rid of this terrible weapons technology or it will get rid of the 
species. On my most pessimistic days I think that the human species has a 
rather weak collective will to survive, and therefore it has been lucky in a 
certain way that nuclear weapons haven’t been used. They were almost used, 
but the fact that you can’t get any political traction behind getting rid of them 
is a sobering reality because it would certainly create a safer human future if 
there were no nuclear weapons. 

In a way, it’s a much easier issue than climate change because there are only 9 
countries – there were at one point only 2, 3, 4, 5 – but now there are 9, you 
don’t have to deal with the whole world. And most of these 9 countries, have 
the capabilities to be just as safe, or safer, without these weapons than they 
are with the weapons. So, I’ve always found that to be a confirmation that 
the so called “world order system” that we’re living in is dysfunctional and it 
can’t deal with this kind of horrifying potentiality. 

Julie Moorad: It is kind of scary the amount of power and lack of will people have. 

Richard Falk: Yes, yes. It is very difficult to get people to change fundamentally, to change 
their grounded attitudes, even if they are completely superseded by events. 
The lure of nuclear weapons is basically … I think that it is a kind of increase 
in power to destroy and that’s what for centuries was the basis of security, to 
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effectively destroy any kind of enemy. Now the real use of these weapons is 
such that if there was a substantial exchange it would destroy both sides; 
there is no such thing as victory. And because of what is discharged by these 
weapons, that the sunlight would be blocked in such a way that there would 
be nuclear famine for as long as a decade. So it would be, even aside from 
the explosions themselves, the secondary effects that are horrifying. 

Julie Moorad: So I guess it still goes back to which problems you tackle first. 

Richard Falk: Well I think people have to fit themselves in, there’s no cookie-cutter way of 
responding to that kind of question. In my own case, I was quite preoccupied 
with the nuclear issue for a long time, and still am active in it, but I’ve also 
felt challenged by the environmental and ecological issues. I wrote a book 
back in 1972 called This Endangered Planet, which spoke to a kind of pre-
climate change sense that the ecological balance was so threatened, that 
unless there were some fundamental adjustments made, we would experience 
some kind of ecological collapse. 

Julie Moorad: What prompted you to dive into that?

Richard Falk: It was strange because I didn’t have a background that would make it a 
logical thing for me to be interested in. I was quite active in opposing the 
Vietnam War. I was teaching at that time at Princeton in the East and I had a 
year’s leave. I came to Stanford University, which has a center where people 
can come for a year and do what they want to do. And I was going to extend 
my concerns about the war and relation of law and war, but I met a physicist 
very early in the time I was there who persuaded me that the combination of 
population increase and environmental deterioration and the limitation of 
resources was something that people should be worried about. So I changed 
my topic and worked on it during that year. And the New York Times cultural 
editor came to do a story on this center at Stanford, and there were all kinds 
of interesting people working on different things there. I was one of the 
people he interviewed and he was sufficiently intrigued with my project, that 
he devoted his whole story to this project. I never had this experience before 
or since, but something like 22 publishers approached me immediately after 
this story. They wanted to come fly to California. It sort of hit a nerve. 

So it was briefly encouraging and then I chose what I thought was the best 
publisher, but it turned out they were difficult in some ways to work with so 
it didn’t turn out as well as it seemed as though it would. 

Julie Moorad: That’s really interesting. Stanford has all sorts of, it’s just this sort of well of 
creativity. I guess my last question for you is this: what do you, assuming you 
think that each person has some sort of responsibility to do something on 
their part to resist climate change and to change their lifestyle to some extent, 
what do you think that an average UCSB student, or an average person can 
do or should be doing?
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Richard Falk: Well, I guess I’m enough of a Western individualist that I don’t think that 
there is such a thing as the average person. And so each person has to make a 
kind of existential choice. It is up to the university community to confront 
young people with the need for choice, but how they engage and in what 
form, I don’t think that anyone can prescribe this. That is one of the benefits 
of a free society, that we do make our own choices for better and worse. But 
I think it is a time where, where I think part of what we should be meaning 
by higher education is helping younger people become engaged citizens. 
How they engage is a personal matter. But the encouragement of engagement 
seems to me intrinsic to a healthy democratic society. I think universities 
have been failing in that they’ve become more like advanced vocational 
training schools where they are basically providing people with skills and 
access to the labor market, which of course is important, but it shouldn’t be 
the totality, it shouldn’t be what we understand the educational experience to 
be about. 
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“This is a movement of hope and love. It’s a movement of solidarity, love of self, love of others, love of 
the planet, and love for the future.”

John Foran 

Interview by Nastasja Metz and transcription by Aisha Khan (2015)

Nastasja Metz: Hello, John Foran, it’s nice to meet you. I would like to interview you for my 
Master’s Thesis on the climate justice movement. I would first like you to 
introduce yourself. You’re an activist here in Santa Barbara; may I ask what 
you have been doing recently for the climate justice movement? 

John Foran: Sure. My name is John Foran. I’ve been a professor of Sociology for the last 
twenty-five years at UC Santa Barbara. I’ve become more and more 
interested in the climate crisis over the last six years; my research and 
teaching now focus on climate issues, particularly climate movements and the 
global climate justice movement. Before that, I studied revolutions and wrote 
a book about twentieth century revolutions and what causes them, 
emphasizing agency and culture. From that, I became interested in twenty-
first century radical social movements like the Global Justice Movement, 
Occupy, the Arab Spring, the Zapatistas, and so forth.

Somehow, in the middle of that, I became quite passionately interested in the 
global climate justice movement. In fact, I went to Copenhagen in 2009 and 
what I saw there really converted me, full-time, to research, teaching, and 
activism on the global climate justice movement. In Copenhagen, I heard 
some very inspiring people such as Naomi Klein, Bill McKibben, and 
Mohammed Nashid, ex-president of the Maldives. The climate movement in 
Copenhagen organized an entire counter-summit, a two-week long parallel 
summit, open to everybody, called the Klimaforum. So, I spent about five days 
there and heard multiple people speak. I was quite inspired by it, even 
though, in Copenhagen, the negotiations were a complete failure. I think 
Copenhagen is viewed in the history of the climate justice movement as a key 
moment where the movement really accomplished something in terms of 
self-organizing and becoming stronger. 

My activism now is multi-level. I focus particularly, however, on the global 
level. As a scholar activist, I’ve been to the last four UN Climate Summits: 
the COP 17 in Durban 2011, the COP 18 in Doha 2012, the COP 19 in 
Warsaw 2013, and the COP 20 in Lima 2014. There, I’ve interviewed youth 
members of the global climate justice movement from all over the world. I 
suppose I’m part of a very loose network called Climate Justice Now! I 
would describe it as the radical wing of the global climate justice movement, 
the anti-capitalist wing. This wing believes the talks cannot give us a climate 
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treaty adequate for addressing the climate crisis because the nations are not 
negotiating.… Well, they are negotiating, but within the framework of 
capitalism. It’s our analysis as eco-socialists that the ecological crisis cannot 
be solved from within capitalism. 

On a national level, in terms of U.S. climate politics, I’m a member of a fairly 
new eco-socialist group called “System Change Not Climate Change.” This 
group is only about a year and a half or two years old. This group brings 
together the U.S.- and Canadian-based anti-capitalist climate justice activists. 
So, it’s an important part of the U.S. radical climate justice movement and 
the socialist anti-capitalist climate movement. 

Here in Santa Barbara, I’m a member of 350.org and a member of the Green 
Party. In fact, I’m on the county council of the Green Party of Santa Barbara 
County. The local climate politics are another connection to the global 
climate justice movement. Although, I have to say, the party is not very 
active in Santa Barbara at the moment. My responsibility is to make it more 
active, but I haven’t done it yet, as it’s not easy. 

Also, I should mention two other projects that I’ve been part of, one of 
which is the International Institute of Climate Action Theory with my 
research collaborator Richard Widick. Together, we’re its co-founders and 
co-directors since 2011. The website for this contains a lot of analysis and 
documents about the issue of climate change and globalization. The second 
initiative started in 2013 and we call it the Climate Justice Project. It consists 
of five UCSB affiliated students: Emily Williams, Summer Gray, Corrie Ellis, 
Grosse, and Natasha Weidner, along with Richard Widick. We all went to 
Warsaw together, where we interviewed young activists and videotaped them 
in hopes of making a film about the Youth Climate Justice Movement. We 
continue to be active in Santa Barbara, so we created a website meant to 
educate and inspire anybody and, in particular, probably students. These are 
some of my activities. 

Nastasja Metz: Okay. Thank you so much. I would like to also ask you what climate justice 
means to you.

John Foran: I teach a course called “Climate Justice.” I can’t define climate justice in two 
sentences. I’m trying to do that through this course, which I’m teaching right 
now, and we are all exploring together. This includes myself, my TA, Zack 
King, and eighty UCSB students. Together, we are exploring some of the 
meanings of climate justice. Certainly, there are many meanings. I would 
emphasize a couple things. 

I think the essence of climate justice is an understanding that the climate 
crisis is about social justice. In other words, the climate crisis can’t be solved 
only by dealing with climate change. We have to deal with a number of other 
problems I’ve already mentioned, such as capitalism and the inequality that 
generates. Within every nation and between nations, in both the North and 



34

the South, there’s a democratic deficit. People all over the world no longer 
have faith or confidence that political parties on all sides of government and 
the opposition represent them or can solve the basic problems that 
globalization and climate change are creating. Thirdly, there’s also a problem 
of violence, militarism at the highest level, and a culture of violence affects 
the individual level of family and everything in between. 

Climate change, I think, is at the center of these three interconnecting crises. 
It makes each of them worse. This is what I mean when I say climate change 
is about social justice. Climate justice has to be able to address economic, 
political, and cultural problems we have now in the 21st century under 
capitalism. One important point is that climate justice is social justice. 
Additionally, in terms of the climate crisis, climate justice holds accountable 
the nations who have been responsible for the climate crisis and makes them 
face their responsibilities toward the rest of the world. 

It comes down to carbon emissions over years and years of time. The Global 
North, first and foremost, is responsible for having caused global warming. It 
has benefitted from climate change in the sense that countries in the Global 
North industrialized and have become the most powerful economies in the 
world with their resources. Climate justice means that these countries have to 
use their resources to reduce global emissions even within their own 
countries. They have to do the most to make it possible for the Global South 
to reduce its emissions during industrialization and development, and to 
solve their own problems of poverty at the same time. Essentially, climate 
justice means that those responsible should pay, and the least responsible 
actors, who are most vulnerable, should get all the resources they need. 
These resources include money for adaptation or technology for a clean 
energy system. These are things the Global North has to pay for, ultimately. 

It’s a little more complicated, because in 2015, China led the world in terms 
of greenhouse gas emissions. One of the ideas I do agree with at the level of 
the global negotiations is that those countries that have the most 
responsibility are going to have to do the most. This also includes certain 
powerhouse economies of the Global South such as China, Brazil, India, 
South Africa, and so forth. It is tricky to determine how to measure relative 
responsibility and what would be fair. I think this requires a lot of discussion. 

Nastasja Metz: What is your opinion on the new polluters, on China, Brazil, and others? 
How do you think justice should be regulated with regard to these countries?

John Foran: This is a very difficult question to answer because, historically, these 
countries are less responsible. On a per capita basis, they’re far less 
responsible. Recently, because of their industrialization processes, they, led 
by China, account for quite a high degree of global emissions. China is a 
special case, of course, because its people make up about one-fifth of the 
world’s population. They are responsible for more than one-fifth of current 
annual global emissions. Now, these countries are not wealthy in the same 
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sense that First World countries are wealthy. They’re wealthy only relative to 
the rest of the Global South.

Nastasja Metz: Also, only a portion of the country’s population, like the elites, are 
considerably wealthy. 

John Foran: Yes, of course. Climate justice is about understanding inequality, whether it’s 
between the North and the South in terms of regions, or whether it’s within 
countries between elites and majority populations. This is a long and 
incomplete answer to the question of responsibility and actions of those 
countries that are developing rapidly in the Global South, such as China, 
India, Brazil, and so forth.

Nastasja Metz: Yes, because now in the negotiations of the Northern countries, they are 
trying to shift their responsibilities to others. 

John Foran: The sad fact is if you look at the top twenty global emitters, every single one 
of those countries is not doing enough. They’re not doing enough with 
respect to their own emissions reductions and they’re not doing enough with 
respect to helping the rest of the world develop. One can understand why 
they are doing this; it’s because these are powerful economies and they’re 
bound to look out for themselves and their respective countries first. So, they 
take a strangely short-sighted view of this problem, which makes no sense 
and certainly is not in line with what climate science tells us. None of these 
countries, not even those in Europe, are looking past the short-term. The 
European Union does the best for the Global North, but then backtracked 
since the economic crisis after Copenhagen. 

Even if the top twenty emitters make the pledges, they would have to at least 
meet what the Europeans have done, whatever it is, 40% reductions are 
based on a 1990 baseline by 2025. The problem is China can’t do that. In 
looking at the current capabilities of the Global South, countries on the list 
of the top twenty emitters are not taking this into account. I think that 
Europe, the United States, Australia, Canada, and Japan have to do more, but 
none of these countries are doing anything remotely adequate. It’s a question 
of their self-interest and they don’t understand that. Well, in a sense, they do 
and they don’t. They act as if they don’t understand that their actions are 
destroying the lives of their own citizens in the future. They also don’t 
understand that converting rapidly and whole-heartedly, with vast 
commitments of resources, to renewable energy is an economic win-win 
situation. 

This is because it’s not just about the governments, correct? We know that, 
typically, in the United States, these governments themselves are controlled, 
largely controlled. Both political parties in the United States are largely 
controlled by fossil fuel interests. They will, therefore, not do what is 
required by climate science. They will not do the right thing and they’re not 
able to do the right thing even if they wanted to. Obama might want to do 
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the right thing to some degree, but the Democrats as a whole are not 
independent of fossil fuel interests. Within each country that negotiates, a 
country’s stance really does depend on who’s in control of the government. 
It makes a difference, of course, whether it’s Democrats or Republicans in 
the United States. However, it doesn’t make enough of a difference because 
we currently have the most climate-friendly president we could ever have, 
and he can’t pass legislation. He couldn’t have ratified the Paris Agreement if 
it had been a legally binding treaty, because the US Senate will not ratify it. 
The leadership of the Republican Party doesn’t even acknowledge climate 
change as a serious problem. 

Therefore, we have a tough situation here that ultimately comes down to the 
wealthiest corporations in the history of the world. The fossil fuel industry is 
powerful and it controls politics and mass media. Corporations also control 
our culture and thus, it’s very hard challenge them. However, we are and 
we’re going to do it. 

Nastasja Metz: What do you think can lead to change, to social change or change in those 
power structures? 

John Foran: Well, that’s the question I ask myself every day. That’s the question my whole 
scholarly life has tried to prepare me to answer. I don’t have an answer. I 
don’t see an answer out there either in the movements or in scholarship. 
That’s one answer. The rest, though, is simply that there are many good ideas 
and initiatives on the ground, including fabulous organizations and 
communities that are solving problems. We have the technology and the 
answers we need to do this. We also have growing people power from all 
over the world, and more people are joining the side of the climate 
movement.

The problem is that this is a race against time. It’s a peculiar problem, and 
that’s why it’s the key problem of the 21st century. I think it’s the hardest 
problem humanity has ever faced because we can’t wait a generation to solve 
it, or merely do the best we can possibly do. We have to do it now, in the 
coming year, in the next five years, and in the next ten years. By 2050, which 
is only thirty-five years away, we’ll know what the deal is going to be in terms 
of global warming and climate change. So, what we do now is crucially 
important. 

The answer, the critical answer, is we have to build the biggest social 
movement the world has ever seen, around climate justice. It has to be the 
most powerful and the widest in scope. However, the question is, “How do 
you do that?” Many people are trying their best to make that happen and 
that’s what we need. We need more people trying harder with new ideas to 
make this movement grow. There can be many answers to your question. 
Moreover, we have to gain control of our own national governments in order 
to make the kinds of changes needed internationally in negotiations. We must 
do this to divert the resources of the government and do good things. Right 
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now, the government in the U.S. is spending an obscene amount of money 
and resources on the military, and it’s still subsidizing the fossil fuel 
corporations. We have vast resources from our tax base, which is not the 
fairest tax base in the first place. It could be a lot fairer if we could manage to 
tax the wealthy more and then do great things with that money. This 
movement is not just for the climate, but also for our education and research 
on development, our health system, our infrastructure, our cities, and so 
forth. 

So, we are depending, in part, on the climate movements that will have to 
confront the issue of national power in their own countries. How do you 
achieve that in a short period of time when not even the best existing 
political parties either have enough power to do that or have enough ideas to 
do that? It’s very rare, but it is possible. My analysis of the 21st century is that 
we’re facing the worst crisis ever of a peculiarly different kind, but we have 
many new opportunities. We have new ways of organizing and building 
political power. 

This is essentially a race between the economic and political interests that 
have brought us the climate crisis, and the rest of us. The climate movement 
needs to bring more people to its side and it has to find the right language, 
the right ideas, and also the right ways of organizing to mobilize more of its 
own national populations. In order to make all of this happen, movements 
need to fight the fossil fuel interests and gain political power. In the U.S., 
let’s face it, it’s very difficult to fight the fossil fuel interests, but it’s a fight 
with better chances of success compared to getting political power.

Nastasja Metz: Do you already see some successes in your work or in education? 

John Foran: I see tremendous success when I look around the world. I’ve experienced 
tremendous success in my own participation, and I’ve seen great things 
happen. I’ve been incredibly inspired since we’ve started this whole 
conversation. The movement itself is very inspiring; the idea of it and the 
people in it are some of the best activists I’ll ever meet and some of the best 
people to be around. They are creative and they want a world that is more 
democratic, more egalitarian, and more beautiful. The success is in the 
organizations that exist and what they’re doing to influence the world. 

It’s, again, the scale of the problem and lack of time that makes this daunting 
and critical. So, yes, I could point to many successes of all kinds. Some 
include: both local movements against fossil fuels and for political control 
over individual country actions at the negotiations, and what global 
organizations are able to do, increasingly together. When I look at the 
situation from my perspective, I think this is the emergence of the biggest, 
most powerful social movement in the history of the world. We’re witnessing 
it. It’s going to grow; it has to grow. 
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Nastasja Metz: How were your experiences at the COPs? You went to four COPs and you 
also spoke at them, correct?

John Foran: I’ve been to five COPs, if you count Copenhagen when I wasn’t inside. 
However, at the last four I was a delegate of civil society, a member of civil 
society with permission to enter the space. So, yes, I spoke a little bit. 

Nastasja Metz: You said that the activists were inspiring for you. On the other side, if you 
read literature on the Copenhagen conference, the activists knew it was 
depressing because there was no real solution. Do you think there is any 
possibility of changing something within our political system of governance?

John Foran: Well, there are two ways to think about this problem. I think they’re both 
valuable. The first way involves aiming for national power.

Nastasja Metz: You’re involved in the Green Party, so you have an inside perspective?

John Foran: Yes, we see left-wing parties and, to some extent, ecological parties having 
some success in controlling national governments. In this century, in this 
most recent decade, Latin America, Ecuador, Bolivia, Venezuela, and a 
number of other places are doing good things. That’s one strategy for 
building political power, to win elections and then have control over policy 
and resources. The other strategy is to work at the local level. Build people 
power at the local level and fight battles against extractive operations. 

However, a different way to think about it is to create an alternative to the 
system we have. We not only have a defensive social struggle against all of 
these problems, but we also have a positive ongoing process of 
transformation that happens when we build far more democratic and 
egalitarian communities. I think all these developments have to happen at the 
same time and they are happening, which is a good thing. These efforts need 
to link together and I think this is the trend. In the last year, the global 
movement and the local people have witnessed that. We have to make all 
these connections, and when we do, we’re going to be stronger and have 
more victories. 

Nastasja Metz: How do you address the North-South divide in your activism, and in the 
government systems that talk about global equality, global ethics, and global 
justice? How do you address this divide in your day-to-day activism, 
especially in Santa Barbara?

John Foran: Well, the first thing to know is you have to address the divide. People need 
to know that’s the only way to make a better world, for various reasons, as 
I’ve already stated. There’s the historical responsibility of the Global North, 
and the responsibility of people who are privileged in terms of class, race, 
national affiliation, and gender. We have to find ways to work together on 
creating an egalitarian societal foundation. That’s very hard to do because, for 
example, at the COP, there are fewer representatives of the Global South’s 
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civil society present. They simply don’t have the resources. So, that’s a critical 
issue, and there has to be a transfer of resources within the movement from 
the North to the South. 

How do I myself address the divide? Well, the local equivalent in the United 
States is called the Environmental Justice Movement. It is based on the 
analysis that, historically, the most vulnerable communities have been 
communities of color. Therefore, the movement has to, at a very minimum, 
include communities of color. At a maximum, there has to be an exchange 
among all sides. Within the movement, a lot of people call for communities 
of color to lead and it’s the same on the international level with the Global 
South. Along those lines, I actually think it’s more fruitful to think everybody 
is going to have to do everything in their power to create change. Certainly, 
change is true and powerful, whether it’s within the movement or outside it. 
People in positions of privilege become powerful. They have to become 
better at listening and engaging people across those divides. I can’t tell you 
how to do it, specifically. 

In Santa Barbara, you’ll find that the climate justice movement is white. It’s 
disproportionately a white and middle-class movement of university-
educated people. Those demographics are shifting slowly. If I look at my 
students in Sociology and related classes, around eighty percent of them are 
women. Fifty or sixty percent of them are students of color. So, the 
upcoming generation is going to have a lot of people who will step up, 
participate, and lead. 

It’s generational, as well. The climate justice movement has to acknowledge 
the centrality of its young activists. I fully believe that’s the way I should 
address your larger question. We need to build our capacity to lend a hand to 
the foundation of the movement for the future. We need to support the 
youth climate movement, especially. I teach and I try to do research that 
centers on the voices, particularly of the youth and of the Global South. 
These are some of the ways, I suppose, I try to address the North-South 
divide. 

Nastasja Metz: Perhaps, it’s always important to keep in mind your position in the world. Do 
you see globalism in the climate justice movement? Do you see it as a global 
movement, or rather that it’s a widespread Northern idea? 

John Foran: Well, what’s interesting is, even in the United States, if you look carefully you 
will see that the environmental movement is not led by white people. 
Organizations have been led by white people, but the movement itself has 
deep roots in communities of color that are disadvantaged in terms of wealth 
and so forth. The same is true globally. The global climate justice movement 
is massively not-white and includes non-wealthy people. There’s likely 
disproportional leadership and participation by women. If you look at this 
movement globally, in every way, it reflects the diversity of the world’s 
population. The majority of the world is non-white and not wealthy. 
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I think, again, it’s simply a question of resources. People in positions of 
privilege have the resources to do certain things and they have to make use 
of those resources. Of course, we’re talking about a minority of people in 
positions of power because most privileged people are not participating in 
this movement. They’re the problem. This is a good question because it’s a 
real problem. However, I’m pretty optimistic in terms of what I see around 
the world. I think the world is changing day by day through the actions of 
young people, who, whether they are privileged or not, understand the 
problem with and the responsibility that comes with privilege. 

Nastasja Metz: We can’t change that we are privileged, but we can change because we have 
the resources to do so.

John Foran: We can change ourselves and we need to change ourselves. Already, people 
in this movement understand that we can’t keep living the way we live. The 
United States’ way of life is a colossal mistake, and that is the problem. This 
is another aspect of addressing the problem: people like us who live in a 
place like the United States, a nation of privilege, are in a position to make a 
big impact a global scale if we do our job here inside this country. 

Nastasja Metz: So, do you think the most important aspect of the movement is education? 
Or rather, do you think you regulation of government action is most 
important?

John Foran: I think everything is important. I ask my students, “Do you have hope?” and 
most of them reply positively. They ask, “Why?” Education is a big part of 
asking questions. As an activist, you would have to say that organization is a 
big part of the movement. Building the movement is a big part of that, but 
it’s also a cultural struggle. We have to fight on the level of the news, the 
media, and art. We have to do whatever we can, given the political system we 
have. 

My answer will always be that there are many useful ways to participate and 
to tackle this problem. Every one of them should be pursued. People have to 
realize that, to make a big movement, you’re going to have to come together 
with people who are very different than you. People who have different 
ideas, issues, and backgrounds need to come together. This is a learning 
process and a process of growth we have to make happen and experience. 

Nastasja Metz: How would you talk to people who are suffering on a daily basis? Would you 
talk to them about climate change? For them, it might be not important, as 
it’s not part of their daily struggle. I think we are privileged because we have 
the time to talk about it and think about it. However, many people, especially 
in the Global South, suffer from it because it’s what they live with. 

John Foran: Well, it’s not my job to talk to everybody in the world. I’m not saying that to 
evade the question. I think, to talk about this problem, people have to start 
making the connections between the climate and every other form of 
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inequality and oppression. If people understand these issues are all 
connected, eventually we’ll get around to addressing all of them. The climate 
justice movement has to act in solidarity with other movements on other 
issues, and its members know this. Increasingly, they have to join together 
with movements of color and social movements to stand in solidarity. 

The same is true, on a personal level, in bringing people into a movement. 
To engage with people, you have to listen to them, and discuss their 
problems. You have to make an analysis of everyone’s problems and figure 
out how working on particular problems helps everybody. This way, working 
on one problem will help you work on other problems. I think this is a key 
general principle. Again, it comes back to listening, positioning privilege, and 
using your resources.

Nastasja Metz: What do you think about the right to development for developing countries 
that claim the right to develop, pollute, and consume?

John Foran: A fundamental right of all human beings is to have the means to live a useful, 
meaningful, productive life. This means people need education, health, 
employment, shelter, food, and water. If we think of development in those 
terms, of course everyone has a right to develop. Yes, the Global South has 
every right to develop after five hundred years of capitalism and 
colonialization. All kinds of power have played a part in enriching the North 
at the expense of the South. 

The issue is developing without destroying the planet. That’s where we need 
a positive vision, practical ideas, and resources to move away from fossil 
fuels as energy sources and as the basis of economic life. I’m also a 
sociologist of development, so I know that development is hard to define 
and can be measured in a lot of different ways. It’s centered on quality of life 
and this focus leads back to the fundamental question. Development 
shouldn’t mean ensuring a higher per capita income for people in your 
country. It means real improvement in the quality of life. That’s how you 
measure development and it doesn’t always take massive resources to 
accomplish that. It takes political will and organization to achieve. 

It can also be done democratically in some places. Many models of positive 
development come from the Global South. We have indigenous models, 
especially from Latin America, and we have indigenous ideas of how we 
should live better. It’s not about consuming because it’s hard to go to 
someone who doesn’t have anything and say “Don’t consume” or “It’s 
wrong to want these things.” I think the North has to show some sense of 
responsibility and take the responsibility for making its own changes. It needs 
to drastically cut its use of resources, its wastefulness, and its excessive 
spending on useless things like the military. We have to make the transition 
ourselves and we have to devote a lot of our energy and resources to other 
people elsewhere. It’s so obvious that it seems very hard to do because we’re 
not doing it, particularly here in the U.S.
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Nastasja Metz: What do you see as the biggest obstacle in our society, in American society?

John Foran: We can start with capitalism and how it effects politics and inequality in the 
United States. We can become quite concrete and zero in on the biggest 
corporations, but it’s not just the fossil fuel corporations. All of the big 
corporations, in a way, are the problem. They’re using disproportionate 
resources to make profits and they are using those profits to gain political 
power. I suppose, in the United States, it has to be a struggle against these 
corporations based on political power, general power, cultural power, and 
movement power. The struggle always involves people against money. 

Social movements have to have big numbers to overcome money. Consider 
the local example of Measure P, which was defeated in November 2014. It 
was a measure meant to ban fracking in Santa Barbara County and because it 
was a tremendous social movement, it was a huge success for 350. 
Concerned organizers gathered twenty thousand signatures in three weeks to 
mobilize thousands of volunteers to work passionately and use people power 
to knock on doors and make phone calls. Supporters of Yes on P faced 
opposition in the form of large amounts of money that came in from outside 
the county. The opposition had seven million dollars, so Yes on P was 
outspent twenty to one. 

Often there is no level playing field. We have to build a movement strong 
enough to overcome these power imbalances. It’s important to look at this 
from a movement point of view in order to understand that a defeat at the 
ballot box is not considered a defeat; it was a success. Many people were 
brought into a movement and changed their minds. How many people’s 
ideas became stronger through the power of being together in a movement? 

It’s similar to what happened in Copenhagen. I don’t think that was a defeat 
for the movement. I think a lot of people took it as a defeat, and that’s a 
problem. It’s very important not to see these as defeats because people are 
now talking about Paris. There is a difference between Paris and 
Copenhagen, and I think the movement is more mature now. The movement 
does not expect the negotiations to produce a solution, therefore, this time 
the movement is not going to be defeated, disappointed, or disappear merely 
because there’s no treaty at the end. There’s a huge discussion going on 
across the world about what to do in Paris. These are fascinating discussions 
about all the big questions you’ve been asking me here. This is what I’m 
talking about; we need to have that discussion and create new ideas.

Nastasja Metz: So, you see the COPs as a positive contribution, even though you don’t 
expect them to produce certain changes?

John Foran: My analysis after going to four COPs on the inside is that their basic function 
is to build the movement. COPs bring activists together and what these 
activists do with each other is more important than the impact they have on 
the negotiations. The negotiations have a logic of their own, it’s the logic of 
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capital. In Paris, there are going to be a lot of people, more on the streets 
than in Copenhagen, and there are going to be a lot of new ideas. There are 
going to be many alternatives put forward as well. This is a movement that 
doesn’t just stand against something; it’s a movement that is constantly 
understanding and re-evaluating its purpose. I’ll be both inside and outside at 
Paris because I do think there’s an important role to be played inside the 
negotiations. 

I believe the way to get a better climate treaty is through building solidarity 
between global and civil societies and those nations inside the negotiations. 
Essentially, a lot depends on the Global South and progressive allies who 
realize the negotiation alone isn’t enough and it’s not going to be. Therefore, 
the treaty is not enough. It is not adequate, and saying no to an inadequate 
treaty is far better than agreeing to something just to get an agreement. 

Nastasja Metz: So, a failure of the treaty wouldn’t be a failure for climate justice, or for you 
and for your movement?

John Foran: That’s my position. There are other people who accept the argument that a 
treaty is simply a starting point, that it puts in place certain mechanisms 
which can be improved upon. While there’s some merit to that, realistically, I 
know we’re not going to get an adequate treaty. Therefore, we should get the 
best treaty we can. I personally think no treaty, for now, is better than a bad 
treaty. Not everybody thinks that. Let’s be clear, much of the radical global 
climate justice movement doesn’t pay attention to the COP. They could care 
less. They’re trying to build power locally and in other ways through 
networks, and I respect that position too. Bill McKibben doesn’t go to the 
COPs, but 350 sends members to COPs. I think you have to be inside and 
outside. 

Nastasja Metz: Perhaps the COPs are simply a good way for nations to discuss climate 
change. At least there’s some initiative, some motivation to talk about 
climate.

John Foran: I agree. In some ways, it’s a very impressive process in which all the nations 
of the world attend, but these nations don’t bring popular, people-centered 
solutions. They’re coming with market-oriented, capitalist solutions, for the 
most part. It is very important that civil society gets inside these negotiations 
because young civil society members are going to be the next generation, 
both in the movements and in the negotiations. 

According to some of the youth to whom we spoke, there’s a divide in the 
youth movement just as there’s a divide within the larger global climate 
justice movement. The divide separates people who want to reform this 
system from people who want to completely change the system. I think this 
is a useful and very important discussion to have because all of those people 
will need to get together and agree on certain things in order to accomplish 
anything. I look for the people in the movement who have that attitude, 
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whether they’re radical or reformists. If they’re willing to talk across that 
divide, that’s a sign of hope. I see more of that attitude and less inclination to 
completely condemn the other side. 

Nastasja Metz: I think we should finish with the whole question, which I think you already 
answered, in a way. What are your hopes? What is your motivation, your 
everyday motivation?

John Foran: My everyday motivation is to be part of something that means everything. I 
wish to be part of something potentially so big and powerful that it helps us 
address a problem we cannot actually solve. It can only have a better 
outcome rather than a worse outcome. My motivation comes from the 
people I work with because I throw myself into a wide scope of issues. My 
motivation also comes from the people I get to know about, and the 
countless people everywhere who I don’t know. I’m constantly learning 
about people working together. Obviously, I’ve made the assertion that 
young people inside the movement and young people who are not yet in the 
movement are the key to its success. Again, I don’t mean to pit generations 
against each other. This movement needs to be intergenerational, not only 
meant to guarantee equity and responsibility for those older generations that 
have more resources and won’t have to live through the worst to come. 
Young and old people have to work together now in the present. 

So, my hope comes from tremendous inspiration that stems from what I see 
every day and what I get to be part of. This is a movement of hope and love. 
It’s a movement of solidarity, love of self, love of others, love of the planet, 
and love for the future. It has to be motivated by strong positive emotions 
and it has to have a strong positive vision of a better world. Who wouldn’t 
want to live in a better world? Who wouldn’t want to be part of making that 
happen? That’s my hope and my motivation. 

Nastasja Metz: Thank you.

John Foran: You’re welcome. 
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 “I think there is something building. I’m seeing a common understanding or compassion regarding 
these issues, and it feels great. I would say that’s one of the biggest achievements and successes I’ve 

noticed.”

Summer Gray 

Interview and transcription by Jimmy Nguyen (2015)

Jimmy Nguyen: How did you first get involved with climate justice activism?

Summer Gray: Okay. It kind of fell into my lap. I’ve always been interested in issues relating 
to the environment. I started my Master’s degree looking at eco-tourism, so 
I’ve paid attention to these issues. Then, I started working with John because 
I was interested in his work on social movements and social revolutions, so 
those types of political events were happening in the world. John started to 
pay attention to what was happening in Poland and I was paying attention to 
what was happening elsewhere, so it coalesced in that way. He got an 
amazing grant, called the Sustainability Champion Grant, and he was able to 
use that money however he wanted. He decided he wanted to bring students 
to see one of these Conferences of the Parties and it just so happened to be 
in Warsaw. He had been going to these COPs so he started picking up on it. 
So, that’s how I got involved in climate justice, but I also do research on 
environmental issues and it’s not always climate-related. I don’t approach 
these issue just as an activist, either; I’m not sure I would even call myself an 
activist.

Jimmy Nguyen: Okay, great. What was your motivation in getting involved with this type of 
activism, or what made you first want to do it? I know you mentioned John, 
but was there another motivation? 

Summer Gray: It’s interesting because I actually come from like a suburb full of concrete 
and growing up, I didn’t have relationships with trees. So, I’m a very unlikely 
environmentalist because I didn’t grow up thinking about the environment 
and nature. I think, when I entered graduate school, after doing all my 
undergraduate studies, I came to Santa Barbara … what’s the first thing you 
notice after coming to Santa Barbara? 

Jimmy Nguyen: The beach?

Summer Gray: Yes, and it’s beautiful, right? Suddenly, you see the world a little differently. 
So, coming from a suburban environment to this one opened my eyes. I 
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started going on hikes and I started to see things in a different way. Then, I 
wondered, “How come I’ve never seen this before?” It seemed so exclusive, 
right? So, there’s an aspect of injustice to it. There’s inequality there. That’s 
how I started becoming interested in this issue. 

Jimmy Nguyen: Can you give us a summary of what you have done in terms of climate 
justice?

Summer Gray: Okay. I would say my contribution so far has been the works I have been 
producing. I have also attended marches and events, this kind of 
participation being one aspect of involvement in climate justice movements, 
but for me, what I can contribute are research topics and designs that are 
helping us better understand what’s going wrong with our relationship to 
nature and our relationships with each other. So, I started – like I said, my 
Master’s involves eco-tourism. That didn’t work out well because it seems 
that scientists can be a bit proprietary and territorial. I came to one of their 
research sites and they said, “You can’t interview other people here!” They 
didn’t allow me to do the research, so I changed my topic to something else. 
Looking back, I wish I hadn’t done that. I wish I had defended myself a little 
bit more and said, “You know what? I can talk to whomever I like.” 

So, that project led to my dissertation, which looked at sea levels. I became 
interested in rising sea levels and what communities are doing in response to 
this, so I went to places with natural sea walls. Meanwhile, while I’m doing 
this research, I’m going to marches. I’m going to Warsaw with climate justice 
activists. I’m watching this movement grow, but it is very new, so it’s not 
something I thought about when I entered graduate school. It evolved as I 
went. 

Jimmy Nguyen: The climate justice movement addresses the responsibilities of the Global 
North for most of the emissions that have created climate change and 
consequently, the necessity of the North in taking a lead in CO2 mitigation. 
How do you think the movement can address those issues, considering the 
divisions between the North and South within the movement? 

Summer Gray: You’re raising some important questions. I think we need to pause first and 
ask, “Well, who is the climate justice movement?” Obviously, the answer 
would be that its members are from all over the world. It’s a global 
movement. However, they’re not always coming at the same issues from the 
same point of view, right? So, I can draw on my experience in Warsaw at 
COP19 when I really got to see inside the movement. These are people who 
come from other countries specifically for negotiations, so this isn’t 
representative of everything happening within each country. However, even 
within this international space, there was a lot of – I wouldn’t call it 
disagreement – misunderstanding. So, issues that are important to someone 
experiencing on-the-ground extraction, which is tied to a larger history of 
colonialism.
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Jimmy Nguyen: Or globalization?

Summer Gray: Yes, globalization too. Whatever it may be, it changes how we think about 
climate justice and whether we take a reformist approach or a more radical 
approach. So, I don’t think there is clear division between North and South 
because, within each of these “groups,” different people, some of whom may 
be more elite, have varying vested interests. Class is also a factor. 

We need to step back and ask, “What is the global justice movement?” I’m 
not sure it’s a singular, cohesive movement. I don’t know if I can even 
identify it as such. I think of it more as a coalition. We should talk about the 
definition of climate justice before we talk in depth about it because these 
terms are kind of …

Jimmy Nguyen: These terms are obscure and vague?

Summer Gray: Yes, exactly! 

Jimmy Nguyen: Do you think only the North should be doing the most to resolve these 
issues or do you think we should all work together to find a solution? It is 
our responsibility because we are the ones with the most power and who can 
make the most change. So, how do you think we should go about this 
situation?

Summer Gray: I think that is a good general statement. However, when you get to the 
particulars, it gets really messy. In my research on the Global South I’m 
looking carefully at the situation. How did it go wrong? Who’s responsible? 
Who’s stepping up? Who’s resisting? What are the dimensions here? It’s not 
easy to draw a North-South divide in particular localized circumstances 
because you have local elites who are not from the Global North, but act in 
greedy, exploitative ways. 

In my opinion, we have to remember history. We have to look at the 
dynamics on the ground. So, these general statements aren’t incorrect. There 
is an aspect of difference in the North-South relationship, but when you start 
to define the climate justice movement solely in terms of North and South, 
it’s a bit … what’s the word? It doesn’t represent what is happening on the 
ground.

Jimmy Nguyen: That makes a lot of sense.

Summer Gray: It is right to recognize there are issues of power and adversity. Somebody 
should bear some responsibility for what’s happening. So, that’s true. 
However, how do we determine which groups are more responsible than 
others, specifically? 

Jimmy Nguyen: Do you believe that deep, transformative social change can be generated by 
social movements? 
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Summer Gray: Absolutely. We have historical evidence of that. I think it’s the only way 
change really … well, I shouldn’t say that because change happens all the 
time, correct? It happens whether we want it to occur or not. We don’t 
always perceive change when it is happening. 

Jimmy Nguyen: However, change is possible and it can be inevitable.

Summer Gray: We need a social movement to bring about the kind of change climate justice 
envisions. Perhaps you should ask me about the definition of climate justice? 
May I ask you about climate justice?

Jimmy Nguyen: Yes, of course. I think it’s about not only the environment, but also other 
micro-problems. We need to solve more than just the climate issue. There 
are a lot of different problems involving power struggles and we need to take 
into consideration actions everywhere. This is also social justice. I think only 
dealing with the problem of climate change cannot solve the climate crisis. I 
think climate justice has its bearings in a lot of other problems, such as 
inequalities in Third World countries and the effects of globalization on both 
developed and developing nations.

Summer Gray: So, it involves everything. What both troubles and excites me about the term 
climate justice is that it sounds like it’s solely about climate, right? In reality, I 
think this term embodies the essence of movements. Climate is just another 
issue of which we’re now aware that many different groups are mobilizing 
around. So, what is the climate justice movement if it’s indeed everything? 

Jimmy Nguyen: It’s interesting to think of it as one branch or one stem that is able to tie 
things together. It’s not one movement but, rather a cluster of movements 
working in unison.

Summer Gray: I think that’s what makes it so exciting. While it’s devastating to know what 
we’re doing to the planet and what this means for future generations, it’s 
exciting to know there’s a singular issue that can bring together all these 
movements, which, historically, have not all worked together. 

Jimmy Nguyen: Yes, it’s great. How do you think the climate justice movement can generate 
change? What do you think are the necessary steps that need to be taken to 
generate social change?

Summer Gray: I don’t think there is one answer to that. I think people who care about 
issues of climate justice are generating change all over the world at all times. 
They may work to influence the philosophy of how we should be in the 
world. They may participate in activism or direct action, like stopping 
cars/trucks from passing through, to stop an extractive process. I can’t think 
of another one right now, but there are multiple ways in which people who 
care about climate-related issues are creating change. 

Now, we want answers for everything. The real question is: how do we solve 
the climate crisis? Is the climate justice movement going to do it? I think that 
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is where we run into problems. So, let us rephrase the question. Instead of 
asking how we solve the climate crisis, perhaps we focus on how we come to 
terms with the climate crisis and who it impacts. It’s not generalized and it 
happens in different places at different times with different people. We can 
ask, well, how can a climate justice movement, which is composed of many 
different types of movements, attack each of these different problems? 
Rather than … we don’t want to focus too much on the global because we 
forget about the particularities. 

I think people who care about climate-related issues are most effective when 
they’re doing what they do best. This is grounded in where the activism 
originates. Whether it be race or gender-related activism, or something 
similar. This comes from someone who … I went to the COP in Warsaw 
and I followed the COP in Paris. These are spaces where you see people 
trying to make a global impact in terms of policy. I went into that 
environment very skeptical. When I went there and saw what was actually 
happening, I was convinced this process would never work, not because 
activists can’t make it work, but because it tries to tackle so many issues all at 
once.

Jimmy Nguyen: The answer to the solution gets lost when the issues are made into bigger 
global problems.

Summer Gray: Yes. Beautiful language comes out of these COPs. We get hopes, dreams, 
and utopian visualizations of what the world can be. That’s an important 
process and we need to do that work. So, I’m not saying we shouldn’t think 
in a global way. However, we have to recognize the importance of acting in 
particular circumstances on the ground. I say this because, when I do my 
research and talk to people about climate justice, and these are people 
actively affected by exploitative practices, they will say, “I’ve never heard of 
that. This term doesn’t apply to me.” For me, that’s the problem. If you have 
people who can’t see that or if we don’t define their issues in terms of climate 
justice then they’re not necessarily included in this movement we’re talking 
about. I want to broaden the term, so that people are included in these issues 
and climate justice as a whole. 

Jimmy Nguyen: Right. Do you already see any achievements or successes in your engagement 
and activism?

Summer Gray: Yes; people are coming together. I’ve seen and made friends. I’ve been 
inspired. In terms of concrete achievement, it’s hard to say at the moment. 
However, I think there is something building. I’m seeing a common 
understanding or compassion regarding these issues, and it feels great. I 
would say that’s one of the biggest achievements and successes I’ve noticed.

Jimmy Nguyen: That’s wonderful! So, regarding COP21, what was your hope for the COP in 
Paris, and how do you assess its outcome, “The Paris Agreement?”
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Summer Gray: I didn’t go. I didn’t have much hope for Paris. I was mostly paying attention 
to it because my friends have been paying attention to it for so long that I 
wanted something to happen for them. I wasn’t surprised. I was asked to 
give some talks about the outcome and I felt so dispassionate about COP21 
that I questioned my sanity. I asked, “What’s wrong with me; why can’t I get 
excited about this?” Well, I think it’s because what’s happening there is 
fundamentally boring. I’ve given up on the negotiations. It’s a good idea, but 
it doesn’t accomplish what it sets out to do.

Jimmy Nguyen: I agree; it’s not very effective. I remember reading about one of the COP 
agreements, but years later it didn’t come into effect and nothing changed. 
It’s unfortunate considering the goals for the future.

Summer Gray: It’s a really important conversation, but all of the good that comes out of the 
conversation only does so much. There’s a lot of bad too. In some ways, as a 
scholar, looking at the COP helps you dissect the good and the bad. You can 
see clearly in this set of negotiations the self-interested, corporate big guys. 
You can see the passionate activists. So, you can start to see who the players 
are. 

However, I’m more interested in what’s happening on the ground. When, I 
started graduate school in 2007, there was a huge emphasis on the global, and 
globalization was the topic to study. That’s important, this understanding of 
global inequality, but in some ways it took attention away from particular 
histories and processes happening on the ground. We need to talk to people 
living in those situations, discern their family histories, and try to acquire a 
better understanding. 

Jimmy Nguyen: I agree. As you are aware, people generally feel there is currently a democratic 
deficit because of a loss of faith and confidence in political parties as 
representatives in solving problems generated by globalization and climate 
change. Do you think our current system of governance will be able to halt 
climate change?

Summer Gray: No, absolutely not. If anything, this primary election unveils the flaws in our 
democratic system. I don’t know if you’re a Bernie supporter or not, but 
Bernie supporters are paying attention to these flaws. Even within our system 
of governance, it’s obvious there are loopholes and ways in which vested 
interests can influence and maintain certain priorities. Bernie had a point 
when, up on the platform, he said we need a revolution, a global revolution. 
It’s happened in other countries and it can happen here. 

Jimmy Nguyen: Hopefully!

Summer Gray: So, perhaps we’re seeing the beginning of that revolution. I think the 
movement for democratic revolution is coalescing with other movements 
that are centered on climate. Perhaps – I’m just thinking out loud here – it 
works to center climate as the issue bringing everything together. Sometimes 
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it doesn’t work well. So, I wonder if the democracy deficit you talk about is 
something worth focusing on instead of climate. How would that change the 
conversation and the way people come together?

Jimmy Nguyen: What are your hopes for the future? 

Summer Gray: That’s a tough question. Obviously, I hope things will change for the better. I 
hope people start to wake up, but not to the point where everybody is 
depressed about what’s going on. I hope we can find some silver lining. If 
the worst outcome is what’s here and what’s here stays, how can we work 
together to get through that? I hope we can work together in the future 
instead of tearing each other apart. 

Jimmy Nguyen: Great. Thank you so much, Summer.
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“Figuring out how to build coalitions is key.”

Corrie Ellis Grosse 

Interview and transcription by Maya Solano-McDaniel (2015)

Maya Solano-McDaniel: What does climate justice mean to you?

Corrie Ellis Grosse: To me, climate justice means a livable – there’s a concept called buen vivir that 
is common in Ecuador and Bolivia, and it means living well as opposed to 
living better (in the capitalist sense of accumulating more and continuous 
growth). So, achieving climate justice leads to a world where everyone 
(including the more-than-human world of animals and plants) lives well and 
where all people have the ability to be engaged in their communities and do 
creative things they enjoy. That’s my vision of climate justice. Although, as 
I’m sure you know, there are so many different ideas and interpretations; 
there isn’t one sole definition.

Maya: What is your motivation for engaging in climate justice?

Corrie: My motivation is the future of my life and the lives of all people. I think 
climate crisis is more salient as a young person. I definitely feel that. I 
connect with students because I am also young, being a recent graduate. 
We’re talking about our whole lives, and if we’re interested in having children 
or family, then that’s a reason too. I have friends who think about not having 
a kid because of climate change, which is serious.

Maya: How do you connect with older people – people to whom you’re trying to 
convey your message – who don’t have their whole lives ahead of them and 
who don’t have to worry about contemplating the future?

Corrie: I think everyone knows young people, and most everyone knows – even if 
they haven’t thought about it, they’re aware of it – how bad things are right 
now not just environmentally, but also socially. I think something I’ve 
learned from all the research I’ve done for graduate school is that it’s 
important to meet people where they’re at in terms of their knowledge about 
the subject. It’s important to be a good listener and to be able to value 
individuals as people, to value the relationships between people. If you 
respect each other, then you can talk about things you don’t agree upon, 
perhaps agree to disagree, or maybe keep having that conversation and adapt 
or change each other’s perspectives. Regarding older folks, I find that I don’t 
really know people who would say they want to pollute and not help out. I 
can think of family members in southern California who live the consumerist 
lifestyle, but still want to help. Another thing that influences people is, 
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economically, it makes more sense to have solar and to make those personal 
contributions, like driving a Prius or shutting off the lights. 

Politics is different, but I try to model what I think. I try to be a politically-
engaged person who knows what’s going on in my community and to tell 
others about it. I think I’ve been learning from young people and other 
activists around here. The relationships are key, in addition to having the 
respect necessary for sitting down and having a conversation. I had a 
conversation about Bernie Sanders and socialism with an older white woman 
in Idaho who is very conservative. She said previously that communism and 
socialism are really bad, and then she said, “Well, who are you thinking of for 
the election?” I said, “Bernie,” and she said “Oh, well why?” and I responded 
that I think socialism is a good thing. We had a whole conversation, even 
though we had different views. Many people are tentative to bring up these 
topics, but if you know someone, you can sit down and talk.

Maya: How did you get your start in climate justice? What pushed you in that 
direction?

Corrie: I started an Oxfam America club when I was in college and I went to Oxfam 
America’s training for college students. Oxfam works to alleviate hunger and 
poverty and they have a lot of campaigns related to climate change. So, that 
opened my eyes to global issues of inequality, intersections of poverty and 
environment, and, being a sociology major focusing on global sociology, I 
also learned a lot about these topics in college. 

I also studied abroad in Ecuador. People in Ecuador were aware of climate 
change to a much greater extent than here, in Idaho, where I’m from. So, as 
the Oxfam America club leader, I partnered with local environmental 
community groups. That was the first time I did activism of that kind. Then, 
when I came to UCSB I met John Foran, who has been a mentor for me 
since I got here, and he told me about 350 Santa Barbara. So, the second year 
I was here, I reached out to them, started going to their meetings, and have 
been involved ever since. At 350 Santa Barbara, we mostly learned about 
climate change and climate activism. I think the justice piece came in later, 
largely informed by all of us learning more about it. I learned about it from 
academic circles, from John Foran, and by going to the UN Climate Summits 
where youth activists talked about climate justice. So now, our local group is 
trying to incorporate the justice component and work more along the lines of 
what the global climate justice movement is doing.

Maya: What does this shift to justice look like?

Corrie: For example, there was an event in Carpinteria focused on clean energy and 
there was a protest against the Keystone XL Pipeline, so we marched. We 
built a 90-foot long pipeline and marched it down State Street. It said things 
such as, “Clean energy future for your kids,” and actually, we put “Justicia 
Climática” on the other side in Spanish. However, we didn’t have any 
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materials telling people what that is, nor did we have much of a discussion on 
what climate justice is in our group. Some examples of ways we’ve been 
trying to incorporate more discussion on this include a panel at the library, in 
town, which was called, “Who Does Climate Change Impact Most?” It 
focused on issues of gender and sexuality, and we partnered with the Rape 
Crisis Center and Domestic Violence Solutions. I gave a talk in which I 
educated people about the connections there. So, I think that’s an example of 
ways we’ve started to do that. 

Since then, it’s been mostly discussions, rather than actual practice because 
we feel quite challenged. We haven’t quite figured out how to start engaging 
in the practices we want, but we basically recognize that we are a group of 
white, fairly privileged people who don’t really … we only reflect a portion of 
the Santa Barbara community. How do we build coalitions with the Latino 
community, with groups focused on social justice? So, that’s been a long-
term goal, but we haven’t succeeded in making ourselves more diverse. 
There’s also the idea that you can’t really create diversity merely by adding 
people. You need to genuinely have these relationships with people. Perhaps 
a better approach is to recognize that this is who our group is composed of. 
How can we help and ally ourselves with other groups that are organizing in 
their own communities? That is another way we could work toward diversity, 
but at this point, we’re all stretched very thin and we’ve not been doing much 
of anything in terms of organizing. 

We made a giant sun puppet that’s debuting at the march in L.A. that’s 
happening next week. Have you heard about the march? It’s the big Climate 
Justice March, which is part of a global month of actions to break free from 
fossil fuels. There are only seven events in the U.S. and one is in L.A. We 
have a bus departing from UCSB. I’m the bus captain and there are 
scholarship tickets. It’s a whole day with a march and a rally against L.A. 
County and the company responsible for the big natural gas leak in Puerto 
Ranch. So, we’ve been organizing that and making this giant puppet prop 
because we gave our pipeline away to another group.

Maya: How do you think the climate justice movement can generate change, both 
within Santa Barbara and globally?

Corrie: I think figuring out how to build coalitions is key. We have to build coalitions 
within the left, the progressives, because a lot of people are not prioritizing 
climate change in their work on social justice issues, which is understandable; 
people are trying to put food on the table. However, all of these struggles are 
interconnected and they are going to get worse as the climate crisis gets 
worse. So, trying to build alliances with groups that already are doing this 
kind of work is crucial. 

I’m from a very conservative, rural state, and I think people in Santa Barbara, 
for example (in a bastion of liberalism) and more generally on the West Coast 
and the East Coast often don’t know there’s this whole central portion of the 
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country. I find that to be a problem because there are a lot of people in those 
states and they elect people who make bad decisions. So, how do we go 
beyond people who are typically labelled as left? People who are labeled as 
right, or as conservative, are not bad people; they often share many of the 
same values we are working for (less so some of the values of the super 
radical Santa Barbara Sociology Department). How do we communicate with 
them? So far, I find that focusing on issues of community, land, water, and 
air is effective. You’re not saying climate change, but these areas are key 
within that. Even people who are not sure about climate change often have 
pretty logical reasons for being unsure. They’re distrustful of government, 
and we [climate justice activists and these conservative people] are kind of 
similar in a way. They don’t trust the science either because they think it’s in 
cahoots with government. It’s interesting. We don’t have to discount people 
like that because they do care about their quality of life and the quality of life 
in their communities. 

So, that’s what I think. We need to be working on building relationships of 
trust with people so that we can talk about these issues. Then, there’s the 
question of reform versus revolution. I think we definitely need to get rid of 
capitalism, but in the meantime we can start trying to change people who are 
in power and trying to build strong relationships in our communities. We can 
start creating the kind of communities we would like to have, even within the 
structure we have currently.

Maya: What are some of the necessary steps that need to be taken to generate social 
change, both in Santa Barbara and in the world?

Corrie: A lot of people don’t know how to engage in politics, period. How do you 
make a public comment? How do you find out what the city council or the 
county council is talking about at a meeting? So, I think basic education 
about how to be involved in politics, how to find information, and how to 
have your voice heard is one concrete and small way we can start to do that. 
Starting with building relationships and telling people what you care about 
and how you’re actually being involved is the first way. Then, depending on 
what you work in, trying to infuse what you do with climate justice work is 
the next step. I feel lucky to be, everything I do is about climate justice and 
teaching people about it. 

So, that’s how I feel I can make a difference. However, if you’re a scientist, 
how do you communicate your science to people? How do you partner with 
social scientists when you have that career? How do you get your company 
to be more sustainable or tell people about marches that are happening, 
things like that? 

Maya: I like the emphasis on connection and talking to people. I think a lot of 
people believe it mainly involves an individual change, saying, “Oh, if I just 
change my lightbulbs …”
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Corrie: Yes, it’s always tough. What I always hear from government officials is, “Well 
did you drive here? If you did, you’re contributing to the problem.” Well, we 
don’t have viable alternatives, so we need to all get together and change the 
system. It’s not effective to say we are hypocrites because we are still using 
fossil fuels.

Maya: On the home page of 350.org, the organization claims it is building a “Global 
Climate Movement.” Do you see global participation in the movement? Do 
you see that happening?

Corrie: We have these global days of action where people post photos from all over 
the world, from many little, tiny communities. I think this is evidence that 
they are reaching those people. This whole campaign, the one in L.A., is part 
of a global campaign that 350 is very much involved in organizing. I think 
they are doing a very good job of that. There is definitely a global movement, 
though to what extent it is connected to 350, I’m not sure. However, because 
there are 350s all over the place, I am sure they are collaborating. For 
example, I’ve been studying fracking, and I found myself on a fracking 
listserv. There are people posting on it every day from all over the world; 
they post about fracking and working against it. 

Maya: How do you think platforms like social media and the internet might be 
helpful in getting the message across?

Corrie: They are very helpful. I can’t imagine working without Google Drive; it’s so 
great for everyone, being able to access a contact list, update the drive in real 
time, and work on things. I’m not a Facebook user, but a lot of groups use 
Facebook and find it to be … I guess I have more mixed feelings about 
Facebook. The activists in Idaho, for example, feel people label each other 
on Facebook a lot. Students here use Facebook, but I’m not on Facebook, so 
I don’t know how they’re using it. On the other hand, it helps us organize 
globally. It doesn’t replace personal, face-to-face interaction, but I feel young 
people (at least the ones I’ve talked to) are very much invested in personal 
interactions, so they are using the tools we have to their capabilities. Then, 
there are people who are “Facebook activists” or only online activists, and 
there’s a place for that too. There are some people who would rather sit in 
their houses and be engaged online all the time, so they manage groups’ 
Facebook pages. They’re in charge of that task and that is great too. 

Maya: I think it’s important for those people to help information move and to get 
the message out to more people.

Corrie: I think that’s part of relationships too, knowing what people are good at and 
what they enjoy doing. People have to like what they are doing to be 
involved. We need to know everyone’s strengths and then utilize those 
strengths in what they’re doing in all of the different avenues we have for 
communicating. 
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That feeds a lot into building coalitions. Not everyone cares about the exact 
same thing. You’re never going to get everyone combatting climate change in 
the same way, because everyone is different. 

Maya: The climate justice movement addressed the responsibility of the Global 
North for most of the emissions that created climate change and the 
necessity of the North taking the lead in CO2 emissions cuts. How do you 
think the movement can address the issues, considering there is often a 
division between the North and the South within the movement?

Corrie: I personally think we’re all the most effective in our own communities 
because we know what’s going on. I think that because we live in the U.S., 
we have the privilege to be here, where all of these bad decisions are being 
made, and to try to affect those decisions. I don’t think I have enough 
experience with the global climate justice movement to be able to say much 
about that … I have heard people say white men and 350 are taking up too 
much space sometimes. That happened when I was at COP in Poland in 
2013. Even at the COP there weren’t many people from the Global South 
because they can’t afford it. 

So yes, there’s definitely a power inequality in who is leading the movement, 
in terms of the visibility of the movement and who gets media attention. I do 
think 350, for example, is trying hard to change how it works, in terms of 
bringing people from the front lines to the forefront of the movement and 
partnering with little grassroots community organizations. It now has a 
female executive director named May Boeve. I feel this was probably a 
deliberate move to have a young woman, not just white guys who are older. I 
think the organization did a really good job at the People’s Climate March. 
Then again, that was a national event, but at the front of the march were 
people of color and young people, people from communities that are directly 
affected. However, on a global level [for example, at COPs] … I’m not 
hopeful about the global level, really, at all. I guess I can only imagine local 
change. Perhaps Bernie will do it.

Maya: That’s interesting because there’s a need, on one hand, for representation of 
people of color, women, and people from the working class. It’s important 
that they’re more visible on a global scale and online, but, at the same time, I 
wonder if the majority of middle class white people in the U.S. see that and 
feel they can’t identify with that. It seems like an interesting issue.

Corrie: It seems like you need a group of leaders representing every type of person in 
order to really be effective. I think, to some extent, that before Paris, 350 did 
an online stream with Bill McKibben, Naomi Klein, some people of color, 
and some young people on the panel [the fact that I don’t know the rest of 
the speakers’ names is a problem]. I think that panel was probably effective 
in showing the gamut of people who … we do want everybody on board, 
and the white middle class is a large part of the problem, so that is important 
too. Those leaders – Bill McKibben is great – need to be humble and we 
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need to listen to people who have the experience. I have nothing bad to say 
about Bill McKibben, but he is a white man, which is important to consider. 

Maya: On that subject, when you are operating in different community spaces, what 
kind of advice would you give about interacting with people of different 
backgrounds?

Corrie: I think listening and being a learner are the best ways to have people trust 
you. I think I’m lucky that I’m young because it’s an easy thing to do as a 
young person. I can approach older people in way that conveys, “You have 
all this knowledge and have been on this earth so long, so I’m sure I have 
something to learn from you.” You always learn something. If you have an 
hour-long conversation with someone, you’re definitely going to learn 
something. There will be some powerful snippets in there that will help. I’m 
a bit of a shy person; I don’t really enjoy going to big events or introducing 
myself to random people. So, I do better in smaller interactions. I think you 
do the best when you get to know someone and establish a long-term 
relationship. Just listen. A lot of people, especially the most privileged people, 
are not good listeners. So, that’s the first step, I think. 

Maya: You mentioned you attended the COP in 2013. Did you go to the one in 
2015?

Corrie: No.

Maya: Well then, how did you experience the North-South division in 2013 when 
you attended the negotiations, and during interviews with activists?

Corrie: During the negotiations, Yeb Saño, the Philippine delegate, did a 17-minute 
intro talk – you’re only supposed to do 2 minutes – and it brought everyone 
to tears. Typhoon Haiyan had just struck the Philippines, and all these 
people, like his family members, were affected. He didn’t know how they 
were and he was very emotional. He said, basically, that we can’t continue 
this climate of chaos. We have to do something and we have to do it at this 
COP. Then, he went on a hunger strike, but they didn’t do anything at the 
COP. So, that illustrates perfectly the U.S.’s complete lack of concern for the 
Global South. 

People always say, “Oh, China and India have big emissions.” However, they 
have a lot of people, and I think it’s the U.S.’s job to take a stand first. I think 
India and China will be smart enough; they’re not going to … it will be bad 
for their people if they develop like the U.S. has in terms of fossil fuels. 
China knows this; it has so much air pollution, the people can’t even go 
outside. So, I think they’re going to figure it out. 

We’re the problem and we set the example. The whole system is really 
broken. Even if you had someone with a good heart – I think Obama has a 
really good heart – who wanted to help the Global South, it would be 
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difficult. Congress can’t pass anything at all in the U.S., no matter if it’s 
climate-related or not. The Congressmen are completely bought by 
corporations and concerned with getting re-elected. So, I don’t know. I don’t 
know the outcome of that, but it’s pretty bad. 

Then, in terms of the youth activists we interviewed at COP 19, again, there 
was low representation of people from the Global South, in general, and 
they’re more concerned with, I’d say, less theorizing and more practice. Some 
of the people we interviewed were working with the global wing of the Girl 
Scouts and educating young girls on environmental issues in their 
communities. They’d go on hikes and do other activities. That interview 
stands out the most to me. I feel they were engaged at more of a local micro-
level and in terms of environmental education. At least, the people we talked 
displayed these characteristics. 

The activists we interviewed from the Global North tended to be much more 
privileged. If you’re going to the COP, you see a lot of these activists from 
the College of the Atlantic, which sounds like a really cool college, but I’m 
also sure a very privileged or wealthy set of people go to that school. They go 
to the COP as a part of the class and they are very knowledgeable about 
policy and everything. So, they’re on a different level of theorizing, trying to 
change policy, and discussing in-depth ideas about climate justice and what 
that means. Thus, there’s a big inequality in resources, knowledge, and 
experience regarding the process of the COP. 

Maya: It seems as if those people at the COP who were from the Global South had 
their voices heard, but weren’t listened to.

Corrie: I just think they are coming from such a different starting point when it 
comes to the COPs, which is a whole process in and of itself that you have 
to learn when you get there. They didn’t have as much experience, so in 
terms of the contributions they could make to the discussion on policy, they 
didn’t have enough time to learn and to contribute in that way. 

I do think the young people, especially the ones I’ve talked to and 
interviewed, are much better than anyone else at actually respecting the 
voices of people who are underrepresented by making sure those people 
have a seat at the table. The youth group at the COPs – it’s called 
YOUNGO – has “focal points,” which are co-chairs, in a way. They have 
one from the Global North and one from the Global South. In their 
meetings, I saw them being very conscious about making sure voices that 
weren’t heard often were indeed heard. However, a lot of those people were 
just trying to figure out what was going on. 

Maya: Why do you think the COP has not been effective at creating the change 
many want to see?
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Corrie: The reason I never went to another COP is that I think it’s useless. I think 
change comes from the local level. These negotiators who go to the COP 
have their minds made up nine months in advance about what they’re doing 
at the COP. What you’re doing is not going to change the kind of decisions 
they think are politically feasible. So, to change what is politically feasible, 
you have to change what people on the ground are voting for and who 
they’re voting into office. This is the U.S. context with Congress, right? 
You’d have to change who is in Congress and their ability to actually make 
decisions. 

I think we should get rid of the whole system. That would be an easier thing 
to imagine. I just don’t see how the global effort can work if it doesn’t start 
at the national level. I think it has to start there. The global pressure does 
force them to come up with plans, but if there’s no enforcement of the plans, 
then that’s no good. This is what happened in Paris. All these people are 
flying all over the world to these conferences and I think that’s pretty silly 
too. 

Maya: So then, starting from the community level is important in terms of setting 
an example and of changing people’s minds and what they think and value. 
However, changing Congress, getting a new group of people elected, that 
takes a lot of time. Is there anything you want to say about … because with 
climate change, we’re short on time. 

Corrie: It seems to me that … okay, I’m educated on what’s happening in our 
county and I’m going to tell my friend, who is a busy mom, she should vote 
for this county supervisor who is good on climate. Basically, I’ll tell her who 
I’m voting for – because they’re good on some issue – and I think she’ll 
probably vote for them too because she likely hasn’t been paying attention. 
She doesn’t have time. That’s very micro-level, but all the votes are what 
elect people to Congress, and if people actually vote in terms of climate, 
climate becomes a priority, which is not happening currently. I recently saw 
something in an email: Hillary doesn’t plan to do anything about climate 
change, other than things that she can do with Congress, because she wants 
to work with Congress. You shouldn’t work with Congress; that’s terrible. 
The election is scary. 

In terms of hope, I don’t feel very hopeful. I heard someone explain hope. 
There’s a book called Hope in the Dark by Rebecca Solnit – John is a major 
fan. A friend of mine read it and he said the author is arguing against being 
pessimistic or optimistic, and instead arguing for thinking, “We don’t know 
what’s going to happen, but we should try.” I guess in those terms, I have 
hope, but I am not … I guess I am pragmatic. I don’t see how we’re going to 
change in the time we need to limit temperature rise to 1.5 degrees Celsius; it 
doesn’t seem like it’s going to happen. However, I don’t think that’s any 
reason to stop trying as hard as we can. Again, perhaps we should be focused 
on building relationships to better survive during crises. I think the situation 
is going to get bad, but I also think that things will change. I feel like this 
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might happen because things get really bad. Maybe the situation is already 
getting bad enough for people to start. 

I think this is illustrated by the Trump and Bernie situation. I heard that 
some potential Trump voters said that if he (Trump) doesn’t get the 
nomination, they’d vote for Bernie. These are opposite sides of the spectrum, 
but they’re both completely anti-establishment, or outside of the 
establishment, which I think reflects the notion that people are fed up with 
the system and think it’s broken. 

In addition, I was talking to an activist in Idaho and we were thinking about 
how bad everything seems to be. I had just watched the movie Selma, which 
was about Martin Luther King and the march, and everything in that film 
was really bad. There was a lot of police brutality. Then, things changed. So, 
the activist said, “Well, maybe things get really bad before they change. 
Perhaps, we’re part of that now.” So, that’s a nice idea. Again, I feel 
privileged to be pursuing a career that is directly helping just by educating 
people. I try to do as much as I can, but also enjoy my life because that’s 
important, to stay motivated. 

Maya: We’ve talked a lot about reality, about how things will most likely happen. In 
a perfect world, how would you want things to change? 

Corrie: I don’t know how you would start the process, but I think local level 
governance is important. So, at the county level, there should be more direct 
participation from everybody who lives there. I think that would require … 
we would definitely need three-day weekends, at least. You would need to 
make time for people to actually engage in politics, to be able to learn about 
what’s going on and go to meetings. We need a more direct form of 
democracy at the local level. 

We also need cooperative public ownership of energy and of businesses. 
Requiring all businesses to have employees be co-owners seems like a good 
idea. Tax wealthy people a lot, but do not tax poor people. Get rid of the 
military, and put all of that resulting money into healthcare and education. 
Discard – this comes from Naomi Klein and people I have read about – 
advertising; I think it’s completely useless. Remove industries that do not 
contribute to public welfare. If we do away with industry and defense, this 
would accumulate a lot of money we could use for other purposes. Also, 
people should try to eat more locally because changing the food system 
would help resolve many issues. I think that’s a problem with Santa Barbara; 
we ship all of our food elsewhere and import food from elsewhere. Eating 
locally would require eating more seasonally in many places. So, focusing on 
the local would be a good place to start the experiment. Obviously, we don’t 
know what the answer is, and we’re not going to know until we try. 
However, making these changes seems to be a good way to begin. 
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Maya: Do you already see any big achievements or successes in your engagement in 
activism? 

Corrie: Stopping the Keystone XL Pipeline is a real, tangible success. It was a done 
deal. Everybody thought that was for sure and it took five years … that’s 
pretty awesome. It’s a good example of bringing all kinds of people to the 
table. Those involved formed the Cowboy-Indian Alliance, which was a 
group of ranchers, farmers, and tribal communities all along the pipeline 
route. That’s an example I’ve been thinking about lately.

Oh, divestment is a major success story right now as well. It’s growing and 
growing and growing. People are taking Exxon to court over having lied 
about climate change for so many decades. So, that’s another example. Court 
precedents are being set and may do something favorable about climate 
change. So, that’s another one I need to look up; some young people in 
Oregon sued the federal government for ruining their futures because of 
climate change. The case is going to the U.S. District Court, which shows 
this is a real, big deal. I’m really bad about tracking the news, I’m ashamed to 
say, because these days are so full with topics to research. I think there are 
some good legal events happening because the finance of divestment is a 
logical financial move for capitalists, even. That’s a good sign. Then, protest 
works, as we see with Keystone. 

So what else? The Pope’s interest in climate change is huge. There are a lot of 
Catholics in the world, so that’s great. The kayak activists on the Columbia 
River who blocked the Shell ship from going up into the Arctic are notable. 
They blocked the ship for a few hours, but then it proceeded. However, 
because there was such pressure and media coverage around this, Shell 
stopped Arctic drilling. So, that was another example of direct success. The 
increasing price of oil is helping us in terms of decreasing the expansion of 
forms of extraction such as tar sands and fracking, which is good in the 
short-term. The price of solar is coming down so much, and that’s helping 
too. If you take into account all of these developments, it’s all looking pretty 
good! If Bernie gets elected, that would be pretty different! The fact that he’s 
come so far shows a lot about the U.S. political mind. 

Maya: What kind of advice would you give to young people if they were interested 
in going into climate activism? Where do you think you would send them, if 
you could send out those “troops?” What would you have them do? 

Corrie: I’d say join a group in your community and go from there. The best way to 
know what to do is to talk to people who live in an area, who are invested in 
that place, and then you can figure out how you can help. It’s going to be 
different everywhere, in terms of what’s happening locally. Then, I think a 
big thing young people can do is change their parents’ points of view. I didn’t 
start out with conservative parents, but they definitely know a lot more about 
climate activism because I’m so involved in it. Our parents are the Baby 
Boomer generation, so changing their views would be powerful. 
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Being involved in community and changing the minds of people you know 
are critical actions. Then, as we are involved in being role models or 
educators or parents of new people, we really have to change how people are 
educated from the beginning, in terms of what, as a society, we want to see. 
I’ve heard there are statistics showing our generation is more community-
oriented and less afraid of socialism, so there are good signs, in my opinion.
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Update

June 2, 2017

The 2016 U.S. election demonstrated a lack of communication and relationships among 
communities in the United States. In the depths of writing a dissertation about how people come 
together across dividing lines to oppose extreme energy extraction, I was struck by how surprised 
many of my liberal friends were on election night. They could not believe that Trump had won. 
Coming from rural Idaho, I was not as surprised. For me, the event illustrated that there had not 
been any coming together across lines before the election, at any level. 

I have recent experience engaging in conversations with people who do not share my political views. 
These conversations have taught me, as I note in my interview, the importance of listening. They 
have illuminated the possibility of agreeing to disagree and the fact that most people are 
fundamentally good people who want to live in a healthy environment and community. In my view, 
folks who voted for Trump are likely ill-informed about politics in general and feel alienated by the 
Democratic Party establishment that Hilary Clinton represented – I believe many of them would 
have voted for Bernie. I think many of them have little experience with diversity and that, given the 
chance to interact with people who are different from them, in spaces where mutual sharing and 
respectful conversation are encouraged, would realize the values they share. I do not excuse any of 
the oppressive behavior coming from Trump and individuals who support Trump. However, I do 
urge us all to get to know our neighbors, especially those who we may not perceive as being on our 
side. Coming together around things we can agree on is the first step to having conversations where 
we build trust and realize, together, the shared nature of our fears and joys – the fact that capitalism 
is not working for anyone and that the powers that fuel U.S. politics must be dismantled and 
replaced by community run, decentralized, local level efforts to nourish land, water, air, all people, 
children, elderly, animals, and plants.

http://www.corriegrosse.com
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In 2017 I am fearful and angry at the Trump administrations’ efforts to exploit people and the 
planet. At the same time, I am grateful that Trump’s election sparked so many people to act, to 
march, to become more informed about politics, and to consider how to be more political in their 
everyday lives and work. My hope is that we can harness this anger and energy for the long haul 
because the powers behind capitalist politics – the fossil fuel industry, the Koch brothers, big 
agribusiness, to name just a few – are the real problem, of which Donald Trump is merely a 
manifestation. To harness this energy though, we must not leave people behind, especially the most 
marginalized members of our communities who are suffering because of Trump’s and other 
politicians’ policies, and because of climate crisis. In this manner, we should strive for the next 
president and other elected officials to be people who are just and responsible and supported by vast 
majorities of people who have come together with their neighbors to demand politics that serve us 
all. This is only part of our task, however. We must also work to transform our communities into 
bastions of climate justice, now, even as broader social systems and infrastructures remain.

In 2017 I challenge us all to make more high quality relationships with people than we ever have 
before. Let’s tell each other what we care most about, find commonalities, and decide how best to 
pursue living well, together. This is what climate justice requires.
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“There’s a very clear enemy now, and it is the fossil fuel industry. We need to direct our efforts against 
that system.”

Theo LeQuesne 

Interview by Nastasja Metz, transcription by Maura Harris, edited by Marcelo Mendez 
(2015)

Theo LeQuesne: I didn’t start the movement here at UCSB; Emily Williams, who is now the 
campaign director for the divestment campaign started it. She started the 
campaign here at UCSB in the winter of 2013, and then I joined it soon after. 
The goal at the time was to attend UC Regents meetings and present the case 
for fossil fuel divestment. At the same time, we were trying to build a 
movement on campus to educate the students about the horrible effects the 
fossil fuel industry has on human rights and abuses in communities around 
the world. Also, the movement informs students of the fossil fuel industry’s 
intent to continue extracting and burning fossil fuels in a way that is 
unsustainable and will eventually lead to climate catastrophe. 

We were trying, primarily, to get the Regents to divest because of these 
issues, and secondarily, trying to get the students to understand that the fossil 
fuel industry is the archenemy of doing anything positive about climate 
change. So, the campaign was set up with those goals in mind: a student 
movement campaign trying to raise awareness about the damage the fossil 
fuel industry is doing, and dealing a very effective publicity blow to the 
industry through divestment. Divestment takes away the industry’s social 
license to operate, which means it impedes the industry’s ability to influence 
politicians through huge financial donations to political campaigns. 
Divestment shows that renowned institutions are no longer willing to 
support an industry that is prepared to ruin our futures and corrupt our 
democracy.

Nastasja Metz: How did you get involved in this? How do you think you can contribute to 
social change? Why do you think it’s important to get active?

Theo LeQuesne: To give you a bit of background, I started off caring a lot about climate 
change, but then I got burned out, stopped caring, and moved toward caring 
about human rights abuses around the world. I changed my whole career 
path to focus on human rights. Then, the divestment campaign, along with 
one of John Foran’s classes, came along and they wove together human 
rights and the climate catastrophe threatening all of us. The divestment 
campaign, in particular, seemed to make climate change sexy and make it 
personal because, on its own, climate change seemed dry and dull; it felt like 
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nothing was happening in terms of creating a galvanizing movement. I think 
this is the reason divestment has been so successful in getting many students 
involved across the country and around the world.

Nastasja Metz: Do you know how many people are involved?

Theo LeQuesne: There are 400 campaigns in the US and there are about thirty campaigns in 
the UK. I don’t know the other numbers, but I know there are some in 
Germany, some in the Netherlands, some in Sweden, some in India, some in 
Australia – there’s quite a lot in Australia – and one in Bangladesh. So, this 
campaign for divestment has become a global campaign.

Nastasja Metz: There are more in Western countries?

Theo LeQuesne: There are more in the Western countries because Western countries tend to 
have the money to divest. On that note, part of the idea of the divestment 
campaign is that it is a solidarity campaign; it raises awareness about the 
effect the fossil fuel industry has through its abuses of human rights, typically 
in places with high numbers of people of color living on low incomes. The 
people who suffer first and the most from climate change are those who 
have done the least to cause it. These are the ideas we try to convey through 
the divestment messages when media outlets come to us and ask, “Why are 
you doing this?” 

One of the key social justice aspects of challenging the fossil fuel industry’s 
abuses is standing in solidarity with people who have been victimized by the 
industry. It’s a difficult part of the campaign because those involved are 
usually white, middle-class students who have very little knowledge of what it 
means to be suffer the effects of climate change and the impacts of the fossil 
fuel industry doing extractive work in your neighborhood. Standing in 
solidarity can often be quite difficult because we don’t actually know what it 
means. However, there is, at least, a sense that there is a culprit, and that we 
want to hold that culprit to account. This reminds me why I joined the 
movement and why I think it can be successful. 

Climate change is no longer this entity that is difficult to conceptualize. 
There’s a very clear enemy now, and it is the fossil fuel industry, which uses 
its power to manipulate politics and get its own way, particularly in the 
United States, but also in countries with government structures that can’t 
stand up to fossil fuel industry operatives. Then, a whole narrative is created 
in which climate change isn’t an individual’s fault – it’s not up to me or you 
to change a light bulb, although that helps. It’s more about this industry 
perpetuating a system of fossil fuel usage to benefit its own interests. In that 
sense, we need to direct our efforts against that system. Some people say this 
approach is hypocritical because all of us are using fossil fuels all the time, 
but that’s precisely the point: we can’t unchain ourselves from the fossil fuel 
economy without getting rid of the fossil fuel industry standing in the way. 
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That’s why we need to highlight it as the enemy in the climate change 
discussion. 

Nastasja Metz: Do you see any successes at UCSB?

Theo LeQuesne: At UCSB, we’ve been successful in that we’ve managed to have meetings 
with the administration in which the administration listens to us and wants to 
work with us. It’s also been successful in that we’ve held several events 
during which people want to find out more about what we do and why 
divestment matters. At UCSB, we actually work as part of a broader coalition 
with the other UC campaigns, and that’s where we’ve seen most of our 
success. We built a strong student movement across nine different campuses 
in California and directed all of that momentum at the UC Regents, who 
ultimately determine whether or not divestment will happen. 

Though, in September, the Regents voted to ignore the campaign, they did 
agree to put one billion dollars into “climate solutions” – whatever that 
means – which is something I didn’t believe would come out of the 
discussions. The Regents also agreed to set up an environmental government 
framework for investment. So, the meetings weren’t a complete win – the 
result doesn’t fuel the divestment narrative or demonize the fossil fuel 
industry, which is what we’re trying to do – but they at least made a bit of an 
impact at the highest level of the UC system. 

I see divestment’s most potential success not necessarily in winning the 
divestment campaign, but rather in conveying our message that the fossil fuel 
industry is the enemy here and it needs to be challenged. We need more 
systemic change and that’s why I think the fossil fuel divestment campaign is 
making that narrative mainstream. I think that’s an important victory. We’re 
seeing this success quite clearly in the way news outlets now report on the 
fossil fuel industry’s practices and discuss the industry’s plan to extract and 
burn five times more coal, oil, and gas than even the most optimistic climate 
scientists say is safe to burn. The divestment campaign has been very 
successful in challenging the fossil fuel industry’s public relations, and it’ll be 
even more successful if we actually win. 

Part of the campaign is disseminating this knowledge and, so far, we’ve been 
doing that quite well. In addition, there are many religious institutions and 
city councils that seem to be agreeable about divestment. Gaining the 
support of these institutions at the local level is a victory because they spread 
the message about the fossil fuel industry’s malevolence and the movement 
to prevent it from continuing to do what it’s doing. So, the original question 
was whether or not I believe social movements have the power to change 
anything?

Nastasja Metz: Yes, or if they can make any contributions toward positive change. 
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Theo LeQuesne: I absolutely believe they do. I think they’re the only entities that will make a 
difference in the climate change struggle. I think the institutions that 
currently hold power are being unresponsive to the fact that massive 
systemic change is needed to deal with the climate crisis, and I believe only a 
social movement is going to motivate them to act. At the level of the United 
Nations, there is the G77, and they’re the countries of less economic 
development. Then, the richer countries call all the shots and they’re in 
opposition to each other. So, these countries in the Global South recognize 
the necessity of systemic change, but I think social movements are necessary 
in the Global North to truly emphasize social change on the agenda. 
Divestment does this: it involves discussion about the need for systemic 
change in the context of discarding the fossil fuel industry for the purpose of 
making change. 

Divestment, as a movement, is very much a tiny part of the overall climate 
campaign. It doesn’t solve climate change. Divestment is about removing an 
obstacle to positive action on climate solutions. In that sense, this is an 
absolutely necessary social movement. In a broader context, social 
movements are the only forces that have truly changed society in any 
progressive sense. Civil rights movements, gay rights movements, and the 
environmental movement of the 1970s were all considerably successful social 
movements. I think we can look to these historic examples of social 
transformation motivated by social movements rather than more 
conservative institutions.

Nastasja Metz: What are your hopes for Paris?

Theo LeQuesne: These UNFCCC conferences are notoriously terrible. The Paris conference is 
said to be the final chance for the climate change disaster to be solved at the 
institutional level, but I don’t think anything’s going to happen unless social 
movements make it happen. It depends on what we can do as a social 
movement, as the climate justice movement, between now and December in 
terms of ramping up public pressure. These people aren’t going to take 
action unless we make them. I don’t think decisions to stop the climate crisis 
will be made at Paris. 

On the other hand, I do see these conferences as excellent events at which, 
globally, the movement can meet and mobilize around a set of values it wants 
to advocate and set of policies it wants realize. I think this is very helpful. 
These conferences are events where the movement becomes visible to the 
public, so the more noise we can make at Paris as a social movement, the 
better we will be able to create the necessary systemic change. 

Nastasja Metz: Do you have, for yourself, a plan for what to do in the next month?

Theo LeQuesne: I’m still going to be a part of the divestment campaign. It’s difficult to help 
coordinate as a graduate student because my time is taken up by graduate 
student work. When I went back to the UK after my year abroad when I first 
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joined divestment, I set up and coordinated a very successful chapter of the 
Fossil Free movement at my home university. I’ve not been able to follow 
through as much on building the same sort of movement here, but it’s still 
something in which I want to participate. My Master’s thesis is focused on 
how to communicate climate justice to a mainstream audience in a way that 
wins over the public’s hearts and minds. So, if I can do that before 
December, maybe we’ll have some policy suggestions up for adoption. 
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“My ideal outcome for COP21 is to have a global climate justice movement that gets stronger instead 
of weaker afterward.”

Emily Williams

Interview by Nastasja Metz, transcription by Katherine Anderson, edited by Marcelo 
Mendez (2015)

Emily Williams: My ideal outcome for COP21 is to have a Global climate justice movement 
that gets stronger instead of weaker afterward. Of course, my ideal outcome is 
that they agree on something substantial, but realistically, the countries are not 
going to pass a binding treaty, at least nothing we’re going to be happy with. 
My concern stems from Copenhagen; everyone – civil society, NGOs, and 
policy makers – expected a great treaty that would come out of COP 15. 
When that failed, the movement fell apart afterward. 

Nastasja Metz: Didn’t it also get stronger, somehow?

Emily Williams: It took a very long time.

In addition, my ideal outcome for COP 21 involves people both recognizing this 
is a very important moment and organizing around it, not by giving up our 
power and saying, “Please pass something, you know, for us and for future 
generations.” Rather, this kind of organizing looks like confronting 
negotiators and declaring, “Actually, we are taking our power back into our 
own hands; we’re going to get stronger after this COP and make some big 
strides by doing serious changes at home.”

Nastasja Metz: Yes, is it also a good date or location to look at? For your … that you have a 
goal or some date you can work on?

Emily Williams: So, December 2015 in Paris is important for movement calendars because we 
recognize it as a huge movement time to mobilize around, with actions all 
around the world. There are going to be a lot of demonstrations in Paris and 
it’s going to be really exciting, as well as scary.

Nastasja Metz: I can go there; I will be in Europe.

Emily Williams: Good, that’s going to be really interesting. It’s a big deal, but also not nearly as 
big as many people are making it out to be. It’s an incredibly important date, 
not because we’re expecting them to come up with a really great decision, but 
because we see it as such an important moment. We call moments like this 
“movement moments” because they are times for the movement to come 
together to make an extremely strong stance in terms of its demands, or a 
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statement about its power. The goal here is to move forward while putting 
significant pressure on our own governments to bring more ambition to the 
table from now on.

Nastasja Metz: Where do you think the movement is strongest? Do you think it is strongest 
in the US or Europe? Do you know anything about it?

Emily Williams: What do you mean by strongest? As in the most people engaging?

Nastasja Metz: I don’t know how you can measure strength in this case. Maybe it would mean 
producing the most outcomes? Or when and where?

Emily Williams: If you say that, then I would say the Maldives. The population in the Maldives 
is experiencing some of the worst effects of climate change even though they 
had a leader who was very receptive to that and did a lot to increase 
adaptation and resilience. Unfortunately, that leader was replaced by a leader 
who doesn’t care. However, the people care about this and are mobilizing like 
crazy. The Maldives is also a very small country and I think it’s hard to 
measure “strength.” 

Nastasja Metz: Yes, it’s hard but, it’s…

Emily Williams: It’s different.

Nastasja Metz: Right.

Emily Williams: In Peru, it’s incredible what people are doing because, as I was saying, there’s 
some incredible movement of the indigenous peoples. 

Nastasja Metz: There were demonstrations at the COP?

Emily Williams: Yes, there were. There’s an incredible movement of indigenous leaders 
fighting to protect the Amazon. It’s interesting because, when you look at the 
U.S., there’s actually a lot of really cool strategizing going on at a national 
level. There’s a lot of wonderful stuff coming out of Europe. To be honest, I 
haven’t heard that much.

Nastasja Metz: About Europe?

Emily Williams: Yes, I’m a little worried. I know a lot is happening in the UK, which is kind of 
cool.

Nastasja Metz: They also have this European Youth Climate Justice Movement and they try 
to do it.

Emily Williams: Yeah.

Nastasja Metz: Thank you.
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Update – March 2017

Since the time of this interview, a lot has happened. Paris came and went, a historic and horrid 
election happened in the United States, and we finally reached 1 degrees Celsius of global average 
temperature rise, with 2016 being the hottest year on record. Much of what I said in the original 
interview still stands. The Paris Agreement, while a landmark and definitely a movement moment, 
missed the mark in terms of both mitigating greenhouse gas emissions and in terms of holding 
developed countries accountable for historic emissions. A key difference between my projections in 
the interview and what ended up happening, however, was the attack at the Bataclan. Not only was 
it a tragic event in terms of those who were murdered and the way it was used as fodder for anti-
Muslim sentiment, but it also was used by the French police to shut down demonstrations as part of 
the state of emergency. The movement moment therefore extended past Paris itself and into the 
new year, where people returned to their home countries and started mobilizing even more to both 
hold their countries to their pledges and to demand more ambitious pledges. Since November 2016, 
the mobilization has reached a new level, with the climate movement finally shifting into a climate 
justice movement on the U.S. national stage, standing in solidarity with social justice efforts in their 
response to U.S. imperialism and fascism. 
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Part Two: The Analysis

Update by Nastasja Metz 

Looking back at my master thesis seven years later, a lot has happened in the global climate justice 
movement. 

A year after I conducted the interviews with the activists in Santa Barbara, Donald Trump became 
President of the United States - a shock for all environmental activists, Democrats and for all of 
Europe. The U.S. withdrawal from the Paris Climate Agreement, the approval of oil drilling in the 
Arctic, the authorization to build Keystone XL, just a few examples of the painful setbacks that 
climate activists had to suffer during the days of his presidency. 

On August 20, 2018, Greta Thunberg did not go to school, initiating the largest global climate 
movement to date. Week after week, students demonstrated in the streets around the world, and I 
was also part of some of the demonstrations in Berlin. At the Global Climate Strike in May 2019, 
more than 1.8 million people in 125 countries joined the strike. I could only have dreamed of a 
movement like this in 2015. Through Fridays for Future, the issue of climate justice was all over the 
talk shows and news, and the call to meet the 1.5 degree target was a topic of political debate. 

Shortly before Fridays for Future was founded, I was part of an action by Ende Gelände, a 
movement in Germany that uses civil disobedience to demand the end of fossil fuels. Not far from 
the Hambach Forest, which became the symbol of German resistance against lignite mining, I 
demonstrated for the coal phase-out and the end of fossil energy use. 

Much has happened in recent years, but one thing has not changed: temperatures continue to rise 
and the world continues to watch. New wars are started that lead to destruction and suffering 
instead of pooling resources and energy to maintain a livable planet. 

Especially this summer 2022, there have been more forest fires than ever before in Europe: 660,000 
hectares have burned.  The heat wave makes even the last climate change critics aware that things 
are getting serious. City apartments are becoming uninhabitable because of the heat, water-saving 
measures are being imposed in some communities. We are looking into a very unpalatable future in 
which we will all still have to deal very seriously with the issue of climate change. So this publication 
is timely, because the fight for a just and livable world has never been more important. 
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Abstract

Climate change is one of the greatest challenges to humanity, and disproportionately affects those 
who are least responsible for it. However, our current system of governance does not seem to be 
able to tackle the problem, as global temperatures are steadily rising and climate-related catastrophes 
are increasing. Climate justice recognizes the historical responsibility of the Global North for the 
climate crisis, and considers climate change as exacerbation of existent inequalities and injustices in a 
globalized world. In order to generate social change and create a more equal, sustainable and just 
world, civil society is standing up and forming a global movement, called the climate justice 
movement (CJM). The CJM is expanding steadily and consists of various actors on the local, 
national and international level. The paper analyzes the example of the CJM in Santa Barbara, 
California, to show how and why activists fight for social change. Based on social movement theory 
and interviews with climate activists in Santa Barbara, the paper analyzes activists’ motivation and 
strategies, and investigates the movement’s transnational and global character. 
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1. Introduction

The climate crisis is inherently a massive test for humanity. It brings to a boiling point the entire 
paradigm of neoliberal capitalism, the current ecological crisis, our notions of self and other, the 
institution of borders, and our idea of our role in the global community (Anjali Appadurai in 
Foran, Ellis and Gray 2014, 20).

The quote by Anjali Appadurai, a climate justice youth activist interviewed at the annual climate 
Conference of the Parties (COP) in Warsaw in 2013, shows the overarching nature of the climate 
crisis and the struggle for climate justice. Climate change is perceived as one of the greatest 
challenges of the 21st century that “threaten[s] the long-term survival of humanity” (HDR 2014, 44). 

23 years ago – a bit less than my own lifetime – 196 countries have ratified that they are “concerned 
that human activities have been substantially increasing the atmospheric concentrations of 
greenhouse gases, and that this will result on average in an additional warming of the Earth’s surface 
and atmosphere and may adversely affect natural ecosystems and humankind” (UNFCCC 1992). 
Therefore, almost every country in the world has recognized the damaging causes of climate change, 
and signed a treaty to reduce greenhouse gas emission and halt global warming. However, looking 
back on these last years, barely anything has been done. 

Instead, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports that the 30 years between 
1983 and 2012 have been the warmest period of the last 1400 years, and global average temperatures 
show a warming of approximately 0.85°C in this time period (IPCC 2014). Over the last 50 years, 
human activities – particularly the burning of fossil fuels – have released sufficient quantities of 
carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases to trap additional heat in the lower atmosphere and 
affect the global climate. Globally, the number of reported weather-related natural disasters has 
more than tripled since the 1960s (WHO 2014). The 2014 Human Development Report states that 
between 2000 and 2012 more than 200 million people, most of them in developing countries, were 
hit by natural disasters every year, especially by floods and droughts (HDR 2014, 10). These disasters 
result in 60,000 deaths per year, mainly in developing countries; and climate change is expected to 
cause approximately 250,000 additional deaths per year, between 2030 and 2050 (WHO 2014).

Climate change poses grave risks to all populations and countries, but especially to the world’s 
poorest communities because they are the most vulnerable and subject to more-grievous losses than 
others (HDR 2014, 3). It is perceived as one of the greatest challenges of the 21st century that 
“threaten[s] the long-term survival of humanity” (HDR 2014, 44). However, our current system of 
governance does not seem to be able to tackle the problem. As expressed by the Human 
Development Report 2014: “Climate change can be mitigated. But only if citizens and states 
everywhere recognize the value of cross-border collaboration and global public goods – and accept 
that people’s well-being cannot be left to the vagaries of the market or to national responses alone” 
(HDR 2014,  29). In December 2015 the 21st Conference of the Parties (COP21) to the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is coming up, where nations are 
expected to sign a treaty that is going to limit greenhouse gas emissions. The parties agreed to limit 
the average rise in global temperature to less than 2 degrees Celsius from preindustrial levels based 
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on the general scientific consensus that a 2 degree increase is the most the world can afford in order 
to limit dangerous disruptive impacts (HDR; 2014, 128).

However, among civil society actors, who have experience of previous conferences and treaties, 
expectations are low that the current system of governance, that runs within the logic of capitalism 
can seriously halt climate change. Therefore, civil society is standing up and is forming a movement 
to struggle against the causes and perpetrators of global warming, and for a socially just approach to 
climate change mitigation in order to create a more equal, sustainable and just world (Press Briefing 
UNFCCC 2013). This movement is called the global Climate Justice Movement (CJM). Activists, 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and numerous other actors from many different sections 
of society are engaged at local, regional, national, and transnational levels (Garrlets and Dietz 2014, 
1). 

The climate justice movement only emerged during the early 2000s from within the environmental 
movement and has been growing parallel with the increasing public salience of anthropogenic 
climate change (Bond 2014, 133, Garrlets and Dietz 2014, 1). Climate Justice activists recognize that 
climate change is at once a social and environmental justice issue, an ecological issue, and an issue of 
economic and political domination (GJEP 2016). They are drawing attention to the severe urgency 
of the climate crisis, and they are not only demanding the atmospheric reduction of the 
concentration of carbon dioxide, but proclaiming “System Change not Climate Change” – drawing 
attention to the vulnerable communities around the world that have experienced severe and 
destabilizing climate-related disruption to their lives and livelihoods (Tokar 2014, 131).

Climate justice recognizes that the historical responsibility for the vast majority of the greenhouse 
gas emissions lies within the industrialized countries in the Global North and that people who are 
least responsible for the climate crisis are the ones disproportionately affected by and most 
vulnerable to climate change. Therefore, there must be a huge financial transfer from the North to 
the South for adaptation and mitigation costs. Climate justice calls for fossil fuels to be left in the 
ground and for massive investment in safe and clean renewable energy. Climate justice promotes a 
rights-based resource conservation and the enforcement of indigenous land rights. Climate justice 
rejects neoliberal market-based solutions and advocates putting autonomous decision-making power 
in the hands of communities. It is a fight for environmental and social justice and the recognition 
that climate change makes existing economic, political and cultural problems and inequalities worse. 
Climate justice stands for intergenerational equity and calls for acting responsibly towards future 
generations (Climate Justice Action 2010, Tokar 2014, Bond 2014). 

The climate justice movement is therefore, a movement that stands in solidarity with those most 
vulnerable to climate change, and struggles for a better and more just world. The movement can be 
considered a movement for radical social change. Radical social change in the words of John Foran 
means “a deep transformation of a society, community, region, or the whole world in the direction 
of greater economic equality and political participation” (Foran 2014, 6).

This paper analyzes the climate justice movement (CJM) by focusing on a specific case, the CJM in 
Santa Barbara, California. Santa Barbara was chosen as a case for several reasons. First, it has an 
important place in U.S. environmental history because of the environmentalism that emerged there 
as a response to the 1969 oil spill in Santa Barbara. Second, Santa Barbara is the site of an ongoing 
struggle against the fossil fuel industry due to hydraulic fracturing (fracking) – an unconventional 
method of gas and oil extraction – that is increasingly taking place in the county. And third, out of 
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personal reasons, because I spent seven month at the University California, Santa Barbara (UCSB) 
and got involved in the climate justice movement on campus. 

The overarching question of the paper is: why and how do activists engage in the global climate 
justice movement; and how is the global climate justice movement apparent on a local level? 
Drawing on the specific case of the climate justice movement in Santa Barbara, the paper 
investigates the motivational causes for engagement, and the strategies used by actors to build and 
organize the movement. Furthermore, the paper elaborates on the question of to what degree the 
movement is part of the process of transnational collective action, and if the CJM can be considered 
as a global movement. 

This research is relevant in the sense that social movements are important social phenomena. Meyer 
and Tarrow (1998) suggest that we are living in a “movement society” because our understanding of 
the social world is partly contingent on our understanding of social movements. Moreover, due to 
the urgency of the climate crisis, the lack of political action within the established system of 
governance, and the increasing democratic deficit due to the diminishing role of nation-states in a 
globalized world, it is important to study civil society voices and ideas to find alternative ways 
towards social change. It is further important to study the movement because it recently emerged 
and is likely to grow with the increasingly disruptive consequences of climate change. Therefore, 
sufficient analysis is not yet provided in academic literature. Analysis of the climate justice 
movement is important in a Global Studies context because the movement, like the climate, does 
not halt at national borders, but is a transnational phenomenon that connects on the local, national, 
and global levels. This paper is intended to convey that social movements like the climate justice 
movement are important for a democratic society and the representation of citizens’ interests. In a 
globalized world beset by global problems, it becomes increasingly important to study the changing 
political culture and be aware of different and new forms of political engagement. 

In order to give the reader the necessary background knowledge, the paper starts by defining climate 
justice and gives an overview on the key ideas of climate justice. Further, the history of the 
emergence of the climate justice movement is portrayed. Thereafter, related to the case of Santa 
Barbara, the paper explores why Santa Barbara is especially attractive for engagement in climate 
activism. The area’s oil history is taken into consideration as well as the infrastructure of the 
University of California, Santa Barbara (UCSB). The paper then elaborates on the question of why 
activists get engaged in the CJM. Interviews with activists in Santa Barbara shed light on the 
grievances and emotions activists have, and how they translate into activism. Furthermore, it is 
considered how identity and ideologically-based motivation stir movement participation. In the 
subsequent part, the paper assess how the participants take part in the CJM. This chapter is 
subdivided in three parts. First, the different strategies and forms of collective action are analyzed. 
Second, the different levels of organization of the movement are investigated. And finally the paper 
looks at the problems of building a global movement, especially in terms of the North-South divide.

2. Methods and Methodology 

During my Master‘s Program in Erasmus Mundus Global Studies, I spent seven months, between 
October 2014 and April 2015, as an exchange student at the University of California, Santa Barbara 
(UCSB). Santa Barbara is a beautiful place, and life is very connected to nature, as the Pacific Ocean 
and the Santa Ynez mountains are in its backyard. Already during my first weeks at UCSB I became 
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aware of the enormous environmental activism at the University. I started joining the meetings of 
the Environmental Affairs Board 
(EAB) which is a branch of 
UCSB’s Associated Students 
Government and the largest and 
most active environmental group 
on campus. Through EAB I got 
introduced to the UCSB Students 
Against Fracking group, called 
Gauchos Against Fracking, and was 
soon campaigning for Measure P, 
a ballot initiative that aimed to 
ban fracking in Santa Barbara 

County. Within 25 days, volunteers were able to gather 20,000 signatures to put the measure on the 
ballot in Santa Barbara County for the election on November 4, 2014 (Ballotpedia 2014). 
Unfortunately, the Measure P initiative was defeated in that vote. 

Furthermore, I engaged in the Fossil Free Divestment Campaign on campus. The campaign’s goal is to 
get the university to divest (to terminate current financial investment and refuse future investment) 
from stocks, bonds, or investment funds that are invested in fossil fuel companies. The highlight of 
my environmental engagement in Santa Barbara was my attendance of the March For Real Climate 
Leadership in Oakland on February 7, 2015. 

The first time I heard about climate justice was in John Foran’s sociology class. I became interested 
in the ideas behind climate justice and began to interview activists in Santa Barbara for my thesis 
project. I decided to conduct an intrinsic case study that focuses on climate justice activism in Santa 
Barbara, in order to investigate how a global movement can take place on the local level, and to find 
out why and how activists participate in the movement (Grandy 2010). 

Manfred Steger (2013), who is an important scholar in global studies, holds that “the local and the 
global are not mutually exclusive endpoints on a fixed spatial scale” but globalization becomes 
“glocalization,” because “an excellent terrain to study the global [is] … the local” (776). Santa 
Barbara is a good place to study the global at the local level because the activists are engaged in local 
struggles, and consider themselves at the same time part of a bigger global movement. They also 
take part at international gatherings of the movement, as for example the climate Conferences of the 
Parties (COPs). 

For my research, I decided to interview activists, because only through interviews was I able to 
probe the biographies and motivations of climate justice activists, as well as the meanings they give 
to their actions. Motivated by my central research questions, I wanted to hear from activists 
themselves what they believe, what they are doing, and how critical they are of their own work. 
According to Blee (2013) personal interviews with activists are a common strategy for gathering data 
on current social movements. They allow scholars access to a broader segment of social movement 
participants than are represented in documents and propaganda produced by movement leaders 
(Blee 2013, 1).

The people I chose to interview, were those who appeared to be most active in the climate justice 
movement in Santa Barbara. Beside my own observations on their activism, I got suggestions from 

Image 1: Dueling signs on Measure P in Santa Barbara in November 
2014
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activists who else could be relevant for my project. I decided to interview those activists who are 
themselves very engaged in the movement, have a leadership position, and who reflect on their 
activism and the movement. In total I conducted six interviews, of which one was an interview with 
two people. All the activists interviewed have an academic background. John Foran and Corrie Ellis 
Grosse are both activists and scholars, they teach and write on the topic of climate justice at UCSB. 
Theo LeQuesne and Max Golding are graduate students at UCSB, and Arlo Bender-Simon and 
Emily Williams have recently gained their Bachelor’s degree from UCSB. In the following the 
interviewed Santa Barbara climate justice activists are further introduced:

John Foran is a scholar activist. Since 1989, he is professor of 
Sociology at UCSB and his research and teaching focuses on 
climate issues. He is part of the Climate Justice Now! network and 
the US-Canadian eco-socialist group System Change Not Climate 
Change. Further, he is a member of the 350.org Santa Barbara 
chapter (350SB) and the County Council of the Green Party of 
Santa Barbara County. Since 2011 he is co-founder and co-
director of the International Institute of Climate Action and 
Theory (IICAT), and in 2013 he initiated with affiliated students 
the Climate Justice Project. Moreover, he is active on the global 
level and has attended five UN climate summits. He is also 

planning on attending COP21 in Paris in December 2015.

Corrie Ellis Grosse is a graduate student pursuing a Ph.D. in 
Sociology at UCSB. She teaches at UCSB the feminist approach 
to climate justice, and is a Research Associate with IICAT. She 
started her activism in Idaho, where she grew up, and became an 
activist with 350SB in 2013. She organized protests against the 
Keystone XL pipeline, and was active in collecting signature for 
bringing Measure P on the ballot. In 2013 she attended COP21 in 
Warsaw as part of the Climate Justice Project. 

Emily Williams started the Fossil Free Divestment campaign at 
UCSB in 2013. She currently works for the Californian Students 
Sustainability Coalition (CSSC) as a campaign director for the 
Fossil Free Campaign at UCSB. CSSC is a non-profit 
organization that supports and connects students from across 
California to help them transform their educational institutions 
into models of sustainability. Emily graduated from UCSB in 
Environmental Science in 2013. She got involved in 
environmental activism through her studies and through her 
participation at the Environmental Affairs Board (EAB). She 
attended COP19 and COP20 as part of the Climate Justice 
Project. 
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Theo LeQuesne is a graduate student in Global Studies at UCSB and joined the Fossil Free 
Divestment Campaign at UCSB soon after it was established. He 
grew up in the United Kingdom and has been active in anti-
fracking and the fossil fuel divestment campaign there. He 
coordinated the Fossil Free campaign at his undergraduate 
university, the University of Warwick. Further, he was the 
Warwick Green Party chair in 2013, and wrote several blog 
entries on peopleandplanet.org, a grassroots blog for student 
action on world poverty and the environment, to spread the 
Fossil Free Campaign.

Arlo Bender-Simon graduated from UC Santa Barbara as a History and Environmental Studies 
major and works for CSSC on the Students against Fracking campaign at UCSB. He has been active 
in the Measure P campaign that was on the ballot in November in 2014 and tried to ban fracking in 
Santa Barbara County. 

 

Rebecca Claassen earned her Bachelor of Science in Earth Science 
at California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo. She 
decided against working in the field of her studies, because it 
would have meant to work directly or indirectly for an extractive 
industry. She went on to become a Doctor of Chiropractic, but 
put that career on hold when her daughter was born in order to 
focus on climate action. She is co-founder of 350SB and was one 
of the main organizers for Measure P. After being a full-time 
volunteer organizer for the 2.5 years she got hired by Food and 
Water Watch, and the World Business Academy in April 2015.

Max Golding is doing his Master’s degree at UCSB in Clinical 
Psychology to become a mental health professional. Before he 
became an active member of 350.org Santa Barbara he took part 

in direct actions, as for example a training for Tar Sands Blockade 
in Houston, Texas. His experience with direct action makes him 
want to bring more fire in the environmental community in Santa 
Barbara. 
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I refer to the self-conducted interviews throughout the text with the last names of the interviewees: 
John Foran (Foran), Corrie Ellis Grosse (Grosse), Theo LeQuesne (LeQuesne), Emily Williams 
(Williams), Arlo Bender-Simon (Bender-Simon), Rebecca Claassen (Claassen) and Max Golding 
(Golding). All interviews have been conducted in Santa Barbara between February and April 2015. 

Beside the interviews I have conducted, I also used the interview material gathered by the Santa 
Barbara International Institute of Climate Action and Theory (IICAT) Climate Justice Project at the 
COP19 in Warsaw in 2013. The Climate Justice Project of which John Foran, Corrie Ellis Grosse, 
Emily Williams, Summer Gray, and Ph.D. Richard Widick are current members, took interviews 
with youth climate justice activists at COP19. The insights from those interviews are important to 
complete my analysis, especially regarding the global character of the movement. 

Furthermore, I use my insights from the collective action I have been part of. Those are my 
engagement in the Measure P campaign, my participation in the Gauchos Against Fracking and UCSB 
Fossil Free Divestment group, and my attendance of the March for Real Climate Leadership in Oakland, 
California. Moreover, I use the homepage and online material of organizations associated with the 
climate justice movement in order to understand the self-definition of the movement through their 
web presence. The findings of the paper further draw on climate justice literature and social 
movement theory. This paper also considers newspaper articles about the collective actions of the 
movement in order to have additional sources and references that prove my arguments. 

The principal limitation of this thesis is the lack of Global South perspectives, as the inclusion of 
Global South activists could have brought more balance to this analysis. Building on the findings of 
this paper, a suggestion for further research would be to take another local movement in the Global 
South and study the differences and similarities between this movement and the Santa Barbara 
climate justice movement. Furthermore, a benefit and challenge to my research is that I have been 
active in the climate justice movement by attending several protests and joining activists groups; 
therefore, I must acknowledge an “insider” position because I share similar experiences and 
characteristics with the interviewees. According to Pezalla, Pettigrew and Miller-Day (2012), 
researchers are the instruments of data collection in qualitative research; therefore, their experiences 
and identities affect the way in which the data is collected and analyzed. A benefit of my insider 
position was that I had easy access to the interviewees, and interviews were conducted in a familiar 
atmosphere. I was able to gain first-hand material through my participation and analyze the activities 
from inside the movement. Challenges resulting from an insider status, however, according to 
Couture et al. (2012) are that insider status can cause one to make assumptions, and the insider may 
lack the objectivity necessary (Rooney 2005). In order to ensure as much objectivity as possible, I try 
to be reflective and critical, which involves using secondary literature and being aware of my own 
subjectivity. 

Furthermore, it is also necessary for the reader to consider that the statements articulated in this 
thesis reflect the subjective opinions expressed by the interviewees. In this thesis, I will contribute to 
the already existing literature on the climate justice movement by analyzing the specific case of the 
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Santa Barbara climate justice movement. This paper does not, however, represent or speak for the 
whole movement, as the climate justice movement is diverse and multi-faceted, and includes many 
struggles on different levels.

3. Social Movement Theory

This section does not cover all theories used throughout the paper, but only gives an overview of 
the different theoretical approaches and authors used. In order to make the claims of the paper 
clearer, the theory is split in multiple parts and presented throughout the chapters of the case 
analysis. The relevant theory is respectively stated at each subsection and applied directly.

Looking at social movement theory, there are various different approaches to define social 
movements. Nonetheless, Snow and Soule (2010) identify different characteristics that together 
define the phenomenon. First, all movements are change-oriented because they seek or oppose 
change. The level and degree of change sought might vary, but they are all challengers to or 
defenders of existing institutional structures or systems of authority. Furthermore, movements are 
collective rather than individual enterprises that operate with some degree of organization. The level 
of organization spans from single social movement organizations to a network or coalition of 
movement organizations. Another feature of social movements is that they act outside of existing 
institutional or organizational arrangements. Some movements employ only extra-institutional tactics 
and others work within institutional channels while also engaging in some extra-institutional 
collective action. Finally, social movements typically display some degree of temporal continuity, as 
they are relatively episodic (Snow and Soule 2010). The climate justice movement shows all those 
characteristics mentioned by Snow and Soule, as will be shown in the following analysis, and 
therefore identifies as a social movement. 

There are some special characteristics of the climate justice movement that were identified by 
different scholars that bring into context the way the CJM can be understood as a social movement. 
According to Foran (2014), the CJM can be understood as part of a wave of movements for radical 
social change. Movements for radical social change respond to the intertwined crises of 
globalization: economic precariousness, political disenchantment, inequality, and climate change 
(Foran 2014, 5). The overarching slogan: “Another world is possible” (ibid., 11) reflects the positive 
and alternative vision of a 
better world sought by the 
activists. Foran calls those 
visions “political cultures of 
creation” which exist beside 
“political cultures of 
opposition and resistance.” 
According to Foran, 
political cultures of creation 
make movements stronger 
because they strive for an 
alternative and have a 
positive vision of the future. 
Movements for radical social 
change try to pursue a nonviolent paths to a better world, get away from hierarchical organizations, 

Image 2: Emily and Theo at the People’s Climate March in New York 
2014
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and move in the direction of more horizontal, deeply democratic relations among participants 
(Foran 2014, 9). This paper will show how the climate justice movement can be understood as a 
movement for radical social change with a political culture of creation.

In order to illuminate the question why activists engage in the movement for climate justice, the 
paper first draws on motivational causes found in social movement theory. In the literature it is 
argued that activists’ motivation derives from grievances they have with specific matters or 
conditions (Snow 2013; Cross 2012, Soule 2010, Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013; Tyler 
and Smith 1998; and Gamson 1992). Second, it is argued that grievances in combination with 
emotional dynamics are important for the motivation of activists for joining a movement. In their 
book Passionate Politics, Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta (2001) draw special attention to the role of 
emotions in social movements. They argue that emotions are culturally and socially constructed by 
following the approach of Arlie Hochschild (1983). Third, as acknowledged by Van Stekelenburg 
(2013), Klandermans and de Weerd (2000), Taylor and Whittier (1992), Yzerbyt and his colleagues 
(2003), identity is a crucial factor to stir movement participation. Movement participation can lead to 
personal fulfillment and foster personal identity. Moreover, the creation of a collective identity by 
movements and the feeling of group belonging increases the incentive of movement participation. 
Fourth, ideology is a significant aspect of social movements because through ideology a movement’s 
beliefs and goals are articulated, and activists motivation derives from the desire to express one’s 
views. The approaches used on ideology in social movements are drawn from Colin J. Beck (2013) 
and Michael Freeden (2006).

The second chapter asks how activists act within the climate justice movement. In order to 
investigate the strategies and define collective action and different forms of protest of the CJM, the 
paper looks at the theories of Taylor and Van Dyke (2004), and at Tilly (1978) and Tarrow’s (1998) 
repertoires of contention, which refer to tactics used by collective actors. Moreover, Della Porta and 
Tarrow’s (2005) approach on the emergence of “transnational collective action” which distinguishes 
three processes: diffusion, internalization, and externalization is used to understand the different 
levels of organization of the CJM. Finally, when analyzing the globality of the climate justice 
movement (CJM) the inequality between the Global North and South is taken into account. Neera 
Chandhoke’s and Vandana Shiva’s critical approaches regarding globalization and the resulting 
inequalities are considered.

4. Context: Background on the CJM

4.1 Definition and Main Concepts of Climate Justice

In order to find out what climate justice means, I asked the activists in Santa Barbara. To John 
Foran, the essence of climate justice is the understanding that “climate justice is about social justice” 
and that the “climate crisis cannot be solved just by dealing with climate change” (Foran interview), 
but there are a number of other problems that need to be dealt with. The first problem Foran 
mentions is “capitalism, and the inequality that it generates, both within every nation and between 
nations, between the North and the South.” Second, there is a democratic deficit because people 
have lost faith and confidence in political parties as their representatives, and as effective agents of 
solving problems generated by globalization and climate change. As a third problem John names is 
“the problem of violence” – militarism at the highest level, and a culture of violence on the lower 
and individual level.” John sees climate at the center of these three connecting crises because “it 
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makes each of them worse.” By saying climate change is about social justice he means that different 
kinds of problems – economic, political, and cultural problems existent under capitalism in the 21st 
century – need to be addressed. Moreover, climate justice is about making those nations who are 
responsible for the climate crisis face their responsibilities towards those least responsible, who are 
most vulnerable. Historically, the Global North is most responsible for global warming in the sense 
that they have industrialized, and industrialization being a main cause of global warming. The most 
powerful economies are those in the Global North and they have the power and resources that 
climate justice needs for reducing global emissions and supporting the Global South with money 
and technology (all quotes are from the Foran interview).

As already apparent in John’s definition, Climate Justice entails a lot of different aspects. In order to 
fully understand the concept of climate justice, it is helpful to trace back the development of the 
movement. According to Patrick Bond, the climate justice movement (CJM) emerged from within 
the environmental movement during the early 2000s, fusing a variety of progressive political-
economic and political-ecological currents (Bond 2014, 133). However, the beginning of the 
development of the core ideas of Climate Justice can be traced back to the emergence of the green 
movement. According to Ruth Reitan and Shannon Gibson (2012), the green movement emerged in 
the 1960s and 1970s, and can be considered as one of the most successful identity-based and post-
materialist “new social movements.” While the green movement is bound up with classical concerns 
of the politics of equality, production and distribution, it counts among the new social movements 
because it shares strong affinities with post-anarchism and autonomy. The movement’s main 
historical tension lies between those who see economic growth and development as beneficial (or at 
least inevitable) and thus should be harnessed to protect the environment, versus those who view 
these projects as unsustainable and dangerous for human and other species’ long-term survival 
(Reitan and Gibson 2012). At the first United Nations Conference on the Human Environment in 
Stockholm in 1972, policy-oriented, nationally based environmental organizations gathered to 
become international interlocutors and lobbyists. Parallel, a more radical and anti-systemic wing of 
the green movement, known as ecologism emerged (Reitan and Gibson 2012). 

Ecologism is based on the assumption that the non-human world is worthy of moral consideration, 
and that this should be taken into account in social, economic, and political systems. Ecologists 
reject economic growth and development and consider capitalism as dangerous for human and other 
species’ long-term survival (Reitan and Gibson 2012; Baxter 2000).

Of importance for climate justice is the anti-racist environmentalism of the 1980s-90s, which first 
linked social justice to geographically-discrete ecological problems (Bond 2014; Goodman 2009; 
Taylor 2014). Several events related to the siting of hazardous facilities, the dumping of hazardous 
wastes, and the contamination of minority communities led to the emergence of the environmental 
justice movements (Taylor 2014, 2). The fight against the disproportionate incidence of pollution in 
predominantly black, Latinx, and indigenous communities was perceived by activists, both as a fight 
for environmental justice and as a fight against environmental racism. Environmental racism means 
the bad treatment inflicted on people in the form of pollution or resource extraction on grounds of 
membership in particular ethnic groups, social class, or caste. Since the 1980s, hundreds of reports 
have shown that people of color and low-income populations have suffered from greater 
environmental harm from waste sites, incinerators, refineries, and transportation infrastructures than 
white and well-off communities. Furthermore, workers from poor and non-white backgrounds are 
more likely to be exposed to toxic pesticides and hazardous waste (Martinez-Alier et al., 2014).
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Another major concept of climate justice is ecological debt, which fights against ecologically unequal 
trade and climate change. Ecological debt suggests that uneven ecological development incurs debt 
for industrialized countries, dues that must be paid to late industrializers if further, disastrous, 
ecological degradation is to be averted (Bond 2014; Goodman 508-9). According to Acción 
Ecológica, an environmental group based in Ecuador, the ecological debt arises from the plunder of 
resources (ecologically unequal trade) and from the occupation by rich countries of disproportionate 
“environmental space” to dump excessive amounts of carbon dioxide in the oceans and the 
atmosphere which belong to all humans equally. In the 1990s there were global-scale demands to 
recognize the ecological debt owed by the North to the South leading up to alternative proposals at 
the Kyoto Protocol negotiations of 1997 such as a moratorium on new oil exploration in sensitive 
areas (Bond 2014; Martinez-Alier et al. 2014). Furthermore, the late 1990s Jubilee campaign against 
Northern financial domination of the South added ecological debt to financial debt, and soon 
compelled consideration of climate from a radical standpoint within the World Council of Churches 
and other faith movements (Bond 2014). According to Bond, these strands were reinforced in the 
2000s by the global justice movement, which came to the fore with the December 1999 Seattle 
World Trade Organization (WTO) protest and challenged corporations and multilateral institutions 
with much greater force than in prior years.

Moreover, James Goodman (2009) develops the climate justice approach from the broader concept 
of justice globalism. He states that “climate justice both builds on and breaks from global justice” 
(513) and combines insights from justice globalism, environmental racism, environmental justice and 
ecological debt, with its main aim of transforming the relationship between society and climate crisis. 
He describes justice globalism as a vision for social transformation beyond North-South structural 
inequalities and market globalism. Justice globalism challenges the agendas of market globalists, by 
halting marketization initiatives and by posing alternative models. Justice globalism criticizes global 
development divides, emergent under colonial imperialism, entrenched in profound structural 
inequalities. These ongoing divides express social division on a world scale, enforced by the post-
colonial, inter-state hierarchy (Goodman 2009, 500). According to Goodman, climate justice 
emerged from the ideology of justice globalism, however, climate justice addresses a different power 
axis – the confrontation between capitalist development and ecological survival expressed in 
advancing climate change, forcing new interdependencies into view. All societies depend on each 
other’s willingness and capacity to shift from carbon-intensive accumulation: therefore, North and 
South depend on each other (500). The inter-dependency the climate change creates, makes the 
climate a “global public good” (World Bank 2006) which is in direct collision with the pursuit of 
private interests under consumer capitalism. Therefore “climate change poses a profound challenge 
to the continued sustainability of capitalist accumulation” (Goodman 2009, 500). According to 
Goodman the climate crisis constitutes a “totalizing, daunting, and insistently urgent” challenge that 
offers the basis and necessity for broad-scale transformation across all fields of social life (508).

4.2. The emergence of the Climate Justice Movement (CJM)

Some of the first efforts to generate a global climate advocacy movement in civil society were made 
by the Climate Action Network (CAN). CAN describes itself as a broadly inclusive alliance working 
toward the coordinated development of NGO strategy on international, regional, and national 
climate issues, and consists of a network of 700 large and small international organizations (Tokar 
2014, 139). From 1997 in Kyoto, CAN adopted as its core strategy an emphasis on regular UN 
interstate negotiations aiming at minor, incremental emission reductions augmented by carbon 
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trading and related offsets. Many activists were disappointed with the ongoing failure of elite power 
deal-making at the COPs and disagreed with CAN’s strategy. A part of the movement contested the 
acquiescence of the large environmental NGOs to the dominant mode of neoliberal public policy 
within the UN negotiating framework and therefore, activists introduced the new slogan ‘Climate 
Justice’ (Bond 2014). Bond argues that climate justice only arrived on the international stage as a 
coherent political approach in the wake of the failure of a more collaborative strategy between major 
environmental NGOs and the global managerial class.

The first known conference based on the term ‘Climate Justice’ was a 2000 event in The Hague 
sponsored by the New York group CorpWatch (Bond 2014; Martinez-Alier et al. 2014). CorpWatch 
had published a document in November 1999 authored by Kenny Bruno, Joshua Karliner and China 
Brotsky that states the aims of climate justice: 

Climate Justice means, first of all, removing the causes of global warming and allowing the 
Earth to continue to nourish our lives and those of all living beings. This entails radically 
reducing emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases. Climate Justice means 
opposing destruction wreaked by the Greenhouse Gangsters at every step of the production 
and distribution process – from a moratorium on new oil exploration, to stopping the 
poisoning of communities by refinery emissions – from drastic domestic reductions in auto 
emissions, to the promotion of efficient and effective public transportation (CorpWatch 
1999).

Further attempts to create a common stance on Climate Justice were made at the United Nations 
World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002, movement activists enunciated the 27 
Principles of Climate Justice, called the “Bali Principles of Climate Justice” that were written by a 
group of 14 Northern and Southern NGOs, including CorpWatch, Friends of the Earth 
International, Greenpeace International, the Indigenous Environmental Network, and the Third 
World Network (Goodman 2009; Bali Principles 2002). 

Moreover, in 2004 the Durban Declaration on Carbon Trading was initiated by 20 organizations 
from Europe, the US, Latin America, India, and Africa (Durban Declaration 2014). The Declaration 
denounced adjacent carbon trading and other “false solutions” to the climate crisis (Bond 2014). It 
outlines the various ways in which emissions trading both undermines existing sustainable practices 
and contributes to climate change, highlighting the irony that with the “process of creating a new 
commodity – carbon – the Earth’s ability and capacity to support a climate conducive to life and 
human societies is now passing into the same corporate hands that are destroying the climate” 
(Durban Declaration 2014; Goodman 2009, 502-503). Climate Justice activists view tradable 
emission permits as a boon to corporations seeking to postpone investments in energy-saving 
technologies, while simultaneously creating a new property right to pollute the atmosphere (Tokar 
2014, 139). 

In December 2007 
the Climate Justice 
Now! (CJN!) coalition 
was founded at the 
Bali Conference of 
Parties (COP13) to 
the UN Framework 
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Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The CJN! coalition includes a range of Southern and 
Northern-based NGOs and social movements which have played a central role in global justice, 
such as Focus on the 
Global South, the 
International Forum on Globalization, La Via Campesina, and the World Development Movement, 
as well as signatories of previous climate justice statements (Goodman 2009). On its website, CJN! 
considers itself as “a network of organizations and movements from across the globe committed to 
the fight for social, ecological and gender justice” (CJN 2015). Since its establishment, CJN! has 
been playing a central role in grassroots environmental advocacy as well as global-scale United 
Nations climate summits (Bond 2014). 

The CJN! network made the following five core demands at its founding meeting in Bali. First, 
consumption should be reduced. Second, there must be huge financial transfers from the North to 
the South based on historical responsibility and ecological debt for adaptation and mitigation costs 
paid for by redirecting military budgets, innovative taxes, and debt cancellation. Third, fossil fuels 
need to be left in the ground and instead there must be investment in appropriate energy-efficiency, 
safe, clean, and community-led renewable energy. Fourth, there should be a rights-based resource 
conservation that enforces indigenous land rights and promotes peoples’ sovereignty over energy, 
forests, land, and water. And fifth, the promotion of sustainable family farming, fishing, and 
peoples’ food sovereignty. To these ends, core concerns of climate justice activists included the 
decommissioning of the carbon markets so favored by elites, massive investments in renewable 
energy, a thoroughly reformed agricultural system, public transport and other transformative 
infrastructure, production and disposal technologies (Tokar 2014, 133; Bond 2014).

Beside CJN! another major alliance that was formed at the UNFCCC in Copenhagen in 2009 is 
Climate Justice action (CJA). CJA organized the  “Reclaiming Power” protest in Copenhagen, where 
around 100,000 protesters were demanding a strong agreement from negotiators. Bond (2014) 
describes the Reclaim Power protests as the “high point of the Climate Justice Movement’s global-
scale advocacy” (135). According to CJA climate justice means

linking all struggles together that reject neoliberal markets and working towards a world that 
puts autonomous decision making power in the hands of communities.… Fundamentally, 
we believe that we cannot prevent further global warming without addressing the way our 
societies are organized – the fight for climate justice and the fight for social justice are one 
and the same (Climate Justice Action 2010).

According to Reitan and Gibson (2012), Climate Justice Action is the most radical, autonomist, and 
anarchistic branch of the climate justice movement, Climate Justice Now! is more Marxist-inspired, 
and the Climate Action Network is the reformist among the climate coalitions. 

Shortly after the Copenhagen summit, the Bolivian president Evo Morales and his then UN 
Ambassador Pablo Solon hosted a conference in Cochabamba in 2010. The Conference was 
attended by 35,000 activists, including 10,000 from outside the country (Gerhardt 2010, Bond 2014). 
According to Bond (2014) and Foran (2014) the Cochabamba Conference was a critical moment for 
generating positions and a Climate Justice manifesto, in part because the climate justice term was 
soon to be challenged by other interpretations. The latest highlight of the climate justice movement 
was the People’s Climate March in New York on September 21, 2014 with an estimated 

Image 3: Climate Justice Now! March and protest
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participation of 311,000 people and therewith the largest climate change march in history (Foderaro 
2014). 

Over the past years, the climate justice movement has been trying to foster alliances and networks 
across different struggles – given how many issues have climate implications. Climate Justice 
activists seek alliances with activists specializing in food sovereignty and land access, decommodified 
water, renewable energy, economic justice, and other overlapping struggles. This is a feature of a 
broader orientation of the climate justice movement to the politics of the “Global South,” not just 
North-South power adjustments. The aim is to be open and fuse traditional left and radical 
environmental politics with new “Rights of Nature’ strategies,” ecofeminist and ecosocialist 
philosophies, and horizontalist political strategies and tactics, especially in concrete sites of struggle 
(Bond 2014, 136). 

After introducing the reader to the concept of Climate Justice and giving background information 
on the emergence of the CJM in general, my case study on the specific case of the CJM in Santa 
Barbara, CA follows in the next chapter.

5. Case Study: Santa Barbara, California

5.1 Why did the Climate Justice Movement emerge in Santa Barbara?

In the following I will outline reasons for the emergence of the climate justice movement in Santa 
Barbara. As a result from the interviews conducted and literature considered, two reasons can be 
distinguished. First, Santa Barbara has a special oil history because of the 1969 oil spill and is 
considered as the birthplace of modern environmentalism. Second, the academic and social 
infrastructure provided by the University of California, Santa Barbara (UCSB) stimulates 
engagement in environmental activism.

5.1.1 Background on Santa Barbara’s oil history

Santa Barbara is often considered as the birthplace of modern environmentalism, for the galvanizing 
role the 1969 oil spill played in raising the nation’s environmental awareness. The oil spill happened 
only 10 km (7 miles) off Santa Barbara’s coast. It was the largest oil spill in California, and in the 
United States waters at that time, and now ranks third after the 2010 Deepwater Horizon and 1989 
Exxon Valdez spill. The source of the spill was a blow-out on Union Oil’s Platform A in the Dos 
Cuadras Offshore Oil Field. The spill started in January 1969 and continued over five month. The 
total amount of crude oil spilled is unknown and can only be estimated; estimates reach from 4,782 
tons (33,000 barrels) to 11,159 tons (77,000 barrels) (Squire and James 1992). The crude oil spilled 
into the Channel, covering 2,070 square kilometers (800 square miles) of ocean, and onto the 
beaches of Santa Barbara Country, fouling the coastlines from Goleta to Ventura as well as the 
northern shores of the Channel Islands. The spill was an environmental disaster causing havoc on 
kelp forests and marine mammal populations, and killing several thousand seabirds and innumerable 
fish and intertidal invertebrates (Oil Spill intelligence report 2008).

The sight of devastated state beaches and country park lands and especially the images of the oil-
coated wildlife added a new intensity and fervor to the battle against industrial pollution that already 
had gained increased public interest throughout the 1960s. The oil spill “became rocket fuel for the 
launching of the modern environmental movement” (Parks and Recreation 2010). After the spill, it 
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spurred the US grassroots environmental movement to increase pressure on the government which 
led to state and federal government environmental awareness, legislation, and oversight (Knoblauch 
2010). Subsequently, the California Coastal Commission and the US Environmental Protection 
Agency were established (Oil Spill intelligence report 2008). Furthermore, the destruction left by the 
oil spill sparked the idea for an Earth Day. On Earth Day people go to U.S. parks, streets, and 
auditoriums to publicly push back against unsustainable practices and rally for environmental 
protection (Sorell 2014). The first Earth Day took place on April 22, 1970 and attracted 20 million 
participants. The initial enormous participation on has further increased and the idea of an Earth 
Day has spread globally and is nowadays celebrated worldwide (ibid.). 

In Santa Barbara there has been, especially after the 1969 spill, significant environmental activism. 
According to the University of California, Environmental Studies homepage, there are currently 54 
different environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in Santa Barbara (UC 
Environmental Studies 2015). For example, there is the Environmental Defense Center (EDC), a 1977 
founded non-profit, public interest environmental law firm that works for the protection and the 
enhancement of the environment; Heal the Ocean, a non-profit citizens action group whose focus is 
on near-shore ocean pollution; or Santa Barbara Car Free which promotes public and other modes of 

transportation and Get Oil Out (GOO) founded in 
response to the 1969 Oil Spill (Dickson 2015; UC Environmental Studies 2015).

Another environmental group represented in Santa Barbara is 350.org, a group that is widely 
considered as part of the global climate justice movement in the climate justice literature (Bond 
2014; Tokar 2014). 350.org describes itself as “an international campaign dedicated to building a 
movement to unite the world around solutions to the climate crisis – the solutions that science and 
justice demand” (350.org). Founded in 2007 by author and activist Bill McKibben, 350.org takes its 
name from climate scientist James Hansen, whose research concluded that returning the Earth’s 
atmosphere to 350 parts per million (ppm) of CO2 is necessary to avoid passing a catastrophic 
“tipping point” beyond which the climate will not recover (350.org 2015). The 350 Santa Barbara 
(350SB) chapter was founded in February 2013 and has an active membership of 20 to 30 people 
and a mailing list of 600 (Claassen interview).

The major recent campaign of 350SB was the Measure P campaign. The measure sought to ban 
high-intensity petroleum operations in unincorporated areas of the county, which includes the 
controversial practice of hydraulic fracturing (fracking) (Lohan 2014; Ballotpedia 2014; Santa 
Barbara County Water Guardians 2015). The county board of supervisors’ approval of Santa Maria 
Energy’s project for the construction of 136 new wells in 2013 was a major catalyst for Measure P. 
Environmentalists saw this approval as a gate way for energy companies to build thousands of new 
wells in the area as (Lohan 2014). 

The state of California is the third biggest oil producer in the US and has added an average of 300 
wells each month for the past decade (Colliver 2015). About half of the wells are using fracking, a 
technique that involves injecting a pressurized mixture of water and chemicals to crack subterranean 
rocks and release oil or natural gas. Opponents to fracking claim that it is an unsafe technique 
because it can lead to water contamination, earthquakes and jeopardizes the health of residents (Yes 

From left to right: Images 4,5 & 6:  350.org
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on Measure P 2014). Fracking uses a lot of water. In times of California’s historic drought, 70 
million gallons of water were used statewide for fracking in 2014 (Carroll 2015). After the process 
the water is contaminated and unusable for human or agricultural use. Scientists have concluded that 
fracking, by shattering underground rock to free oil and gas has helped cause earthquakes in Ohio 
and Oklahoma (Rayman 2015). Moreover, fracking also has health impacts; it has been found that 
fracking exposes nearby residents to as many as 15 different toxic substances. In the state of New 
York, Governor Andrew Cuomo already banned fracking in December 2014, due to the growing 
body of scientific studies showing that drilling and fracking put people’s health and the environment 
at risk (Ruffalo 2015). Further, fracking is incompatible with limiting global warming as more fossil 
fuels get extracted, burned, and released in the atmosphere which leads to higher GHG emissions 
(Hertsgaard 2015).

Rebecca Claassen explains: “we have a real frontline issue here in Santa Barbara County with the 
Monterey Shale underneath our feet” (Lohan 2014). The Monterey Shale is a 5,000 feet deep 
underground rock formation underlying much of central and southern California that has been 
estimated to hold between 600 million to 15 billion barrels of oil (ibid.). One week before the 
election, the “Yes on Measure P” campaign has raised $352,000, while ‘No on P’ had a budget of 
$5.8 million. The opposition to Measure P was funneled through the group called ‘Californians for 
Energy Independence’ which is sponsored by oil companies. The measure got defeated, as 61.8% 
voted “No” on Measure P (Lohan 2014; Ballotpedia 2014; Santa Barbara County Water Guardians 
2015). 

On May 19, 2015 another oil 
spill, the Refugio Oil Spill, 
affected Santa Barbara. A pipe 
owned by the company Plains 
All American Pipeline, ruptured 
and spilled up to 400,000 liters 
(105,000 gallons) of crude oil 
along the Santa Barbara County 
coast (Panzar 2015; Spiegel 
Online 2015). The recent spill 
confirmed for activists that the 
fight against intensive method 
of producing fossil fuels in 
Santa Barbara needs to go on. 
According to the activists, it is 
not only a fight against, but also 
a fight for cleaner energy. In 
summer 2014 the county green-
lighted the construction of a 40-

megawatt solar facility that could provide electricity for more than 15,000 households (Lohan 2014). 

Due to its oil deposits, the area around Santa Barbara is an attractive place for oil extraction and 
became victim to devastating oil accidents in the past. These environmental disasters have stirred 
environmental activism in this region and led to the formation of several activist groups that are 
important for the emergence of the Climate Justice Movement. 

Image 7: Globs of oil coat rocks at Refugio State Beach after the oil spill 
in Santa Barbara in May 2015
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5.1.2 Attractive Infrastructure for Climate Activism

A second reason for engagement in environmental activism in Santa Barbara, I argue, is the 
academic and social infrastructure provided by UCSB. The university has a strong research focus on 
environmental studies. There is the department of Environmental Studies with more than 700 
enrolled students and the Bren School of Environmental Science and Management (Bren School, 
UCSB 2015; UC Environmental Studies 2015). The focus on environmental education at UCSB 
attracts many environmentally aware students who already bring along a special interest in 
environment and climate change related issues. 

Theo LeQuesne explains that a reasons why he got involved in climate justice activism in Santa 
Barbara was the sociology class of John Foran called “Climate Justice.” Theo had already been a 
climate activist at his home university in England before coming to UCSB. However, he turned away 
from climate activism “because climate change seemed very dry and … dull. It seemed like nothing 
was happening in terms of galvanizing a movement on it” (LeQuesne interview). Therefore, he 
stopped being engaged in climate activism and instead shifted his focus on human rights. However, 
John Foran’s class and the divestment campaign which are about Climate Justice, interweave human 
rights with the climate catastrophe. This connection, and the divestment campaign in particular – 
which will be explained later – saw Theo turning back to climate activism. Now he is one of the 
main organizers of the divestment campaign on campus. 

Beside the environmental education offered by the university, the Environmental Affairs Board 
(EAB) contributes to the increased participation of students in climate activism. EAB calls itself the 
“starting point for environmentalism at UCSB” (EAB, UCSB 2015). The EAB coordinates and 
builds coalitions with other groups to promote environmental perspectives and sustainability 
throughout the University and its surrounding communities. The EAB has a seat in the council of 
the Californian Student Sustainability Coalition (CSSC) which is a non-profit organization that 
supports and connects students from across California to help them transform their educational 
institutions into models of sustainability (CSSC 2015).

Both Emily Williams and Arlo Bender-Simon got introduced to climate activism through the EAB. 
They studied Environmental Studies, attended EAB meetings and found a job with a position at 
CSSC after their graduation. This shows that UCSB offers an easy opportunity to get involved in the 
climate justice movement. Dani (2004) claims that networks facilitate activist’s participation in social 
movements, and according to Kim and Baerman (1997) activism is enhanced through increasing 
embeddedness in activist networks, because individuals do not make their decisions in isolation but 
consult people around them, people with whom they feel solidarity (72). In Santa Barbara, and 
especially among the students at UCSB, there exists a high awareness for environmental issues that 
makes movement mobilization easier and networks more effective. Dani (2004) states that private 
networks have found to matter most in cases when the message of a movement was well accepted in 
the social milieus in which prospective participants lived and operated (350). At UCSB collective 
action mobilization might spread easily because there are huge networks among students through 
the attendance of the same courses at school, living very close to each other in the student dorms on 
campus, or in the nearby students’ neighborhood Isla Vista. 

The activists’ statements reveal that these individuals have already shown interest in environmental 
related issues before coming to UCSB. At UCSB they had a very well established platform for 
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developing their interests and learn more about environmental issues. The EAB is a place where 
students can meet other likeminded students, discuss their concerns, form action groups, and build 
networks that are essential for at the emergence of a movement. 

Therefore, I conclude that for the emergence of the climate justice movement in Santa Barbara, the 
oil history of the city and the subsequent environmentalism plays an important role, because there 
exists an environmental awareness in Santa Barbara’s society and environmental activism is 
commonly known and accepted. The university attracts, through its focus on environmental studies, 
environmentally aware students who learn more about environmental issues at the university and 
have a well-established infrastructure to get further engaged in climate activism. Santa Barbara 
provides an inviting space for climate activism.

5.2 Why do Activists engage in the CJM?

After investigating why and how the CJM in Santa Barbara emerged, this section concerns the 
motivations of activists to join the CJM in Santa Barbara. I was able to identify different causes of 
motivation that are relevant to the activists and I distinguish between four different categories: 
grievances, emotions, identity, and ideology. The subdivisions must be understood as a form of 
guidance for an improved understanding of the motivational causes of activists. The categorization 
does not mean to separate the types of motivation from each other, since they are all interrelated 
and appear together. The relevant theory is consequently stated at the beginning of each section. 

5.2.1 Grievances

Regarding the motivation of activists, John Holloway (2005) writes in his book Change The World 
Without Taking Power, “in the beginning is the scream.” He argues that change starts from anger and 
dissonance which in turn comes from experience with the world surrounding us. Snow (2013) 
explains that when individuals collectively challenge authorities via social movements, they typically 
do so over matter about which they are deeply troubled, have considerable concern and feel 
passionately. These troublesome matters or conditions, and the feelings associated with them – such 
as dissatisfaction, fear, indignation, resentment, and moral shock – can be thought of as grievances 
(Snow 2013; Cross and Snow 2012, 524).

Moreover, according to Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans (2013), grievances are at the heart of 
movement participation. They provide the primary motivational impetus for organizing social 
movement campaigns and for engaging in social movement activities. Under grievances one can 
understand, for example suddenly imposed grievances that refer to an unexpected threat upon 
people’s rights or circumstances. They can also mean moral outrage which results from the violation 
of important values or principles. Grievances emerge from feelings of relative deprivation that result 
from comparison of one’s situation with a standard – be it one’s past, someone else’s situation, or a 
cognitive standard such as equity or justice (Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013). William Gamson 
(1992) describes injustice frames as a way of viewing a situation or condition that expresses 
indignation or outrage over a perceived injustice and which identifies those blameworthy people 
responsible for it. Of all the emotions, injustice is most closely associated with “the righteous anger 
that puts fire in the belly and iron in the soul” (Gamson 1992, 32). 
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Snow (2013) claims that there are various sets of conditions that contribute to the emergence and 
operation of social movements – such as some degree of perceived political opportunity, 
organization, and resource acquisition, however, none of these factors is more important than the 
generation of mobilizing grievances. Mobilizing grievances are grievances that are associated with 
the emergence and operation of social movements. They “are shared among some number of actors, 
be they individuals or organizations, and … are felt to be sufficiently serious to warrant not only 
collective complaint but also some kind of corrective, collective action” (Snow and Soule 2010, 24). 
The generation of mobilizing grievances can be best understood as a function of the confluence and 
interaction of structural or material conditions, social psychological factors, and interpretive or 
framing processes, rather than in terms of a single perspective or line of arguments (Snow 2013). In 
general, it is difficult to imagine most individuals engaging in social movement activity without 
feeling deeply aggrieved about some condition that is regarded as contrary to the interests, rights, 
moral principles, or well-being of themselves or others (Snow 2013).

From the different aspects of grievances cited in the theory, I have identified the following as being 
relevant for the CJM. There is a deep discontent with (international) politics on climate change, and 
the political inefficiency regarding climate change mitigation. John Foran expounds: “People all over 
the world, have very little faith or confidence that the political parties of all sides, the government 
and the opposition, represents them or can solve the basic problems that globalization and climate 
change are bringing” (Foran interview). Furthermore, the Australian Youth Climate Coalition states: 
“Politicians will not support the policy changes we need unless they think their political lives depend 
on it and businesses will not implement sustainable business practices unless they think their bottom 
lines depend on it” (AYCC 2013). Climate justice activists are upset with the repeated failure of 
international negotiations to bring a solution to the climate crisis. There is mistrust in the established 
political and economic system to solve these problems. 

Moreover, climate justice activists have grievances especially with injustices that have been generated 
through the capitalist system, such as inequalities within every nation and between nations, especially 
between the Global North and the Global South. On the homepage of the group System Change Not 
Climate Change one can read: “The current ecological crisis results from the capitalist system, which 
values profits for a global ruling elite over people and the planet” (SCNCC 2015). In the context of 
capitalism, activists are aggrieved that nature is treated as property; the Global Alliance for the Rights of 
Nature demands that the ecosystem has rights – just as human beings have rights (Rights of Nature 
2015). Further, they are aggrieved that Indigenous rights get neglected (Idle No More 2015). There 
are grievances with the big corporations, because they are using disproportionate resources to make 
profits for a few people, and they are using those profits to gain political power. 

One specific target of the climate justice movement is the fossil fuel industry. Push Europe, the 
European youth climate movement, believes: “There should be no fossil fuels in Europe. 
Corporations should not hold power over politicians. Europe should be globally responsible and 
through its decision making enable a clean, healthy and socially just world to be realized” (Push 
Europe 2015). John Foran explains: 

We know that both parties in the United States are largely controlled by fossil fuel interests. 
They will therefore not do what is required by climate science, they will not do the right 
thing…. The wealthiest corporations in the history of the world, the fossil fuel industry … 
control politics. They control the mass media. They control our culture and it’s very hard to 
go up against them (Foran interview). 
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The grievances with the fossil fuel industry are especially strong within the climate justice 
movement. The fossil fuel industry has been drawn as “the evil” in the movement. In November 
2012, Bill McKibben, the co-founder of 350.org, published a movie called “Do the math” and 
launched a “Do the math” USA tour in order to build “a movement strong enough to change the 
terrifying math of the climate crisis” (math.350.org). The “math” in his movie demonstrates three 
“terrifying” numbers: 565 gigatons, 2°C, and 2,795 gigatons. The numbers mean that the world’s 
population can emit 565 more gigatons of carbon dioxide and stay below 2°C, anything more than 
that risks catastrophe for life on earth. The problem with those numbers is that the burning of all 
fossil fuels that corporations now have in their reserves would result in emitting 2,795 gigatons of 
carbon dioxide, which means five times the safe amount (math.350.org). The Do-the-math tour 

launched the worldwide Fossil Free Divestment campaign that takes the fossil fuel industry to task 
for its culpability in the climate crisis. By naming the industry’s singularly destructive influence and 
by highlighting the moral dimensions of climate change, the campaign seeks to break the hold that 
the fossil fuel industry has on the economy and governments (Fossil Free, What? 2015).

The 
UCSB 

Fossil Free Divestment Campaign started in Fall 2012 through EAB. The campaign is connected to 
the state-wide divestment campaign of the Universities of California campaign (Fossil Free UC) that 
takes place at seven campuses1 (FFUC 2015). In 2013 the UCSB group succeeded in passing a 
resolution through the Associated Students Senate, the UCSB Academic Senate and through the 
Chancellor’s Sustainability Committee (FFUC 2015). The campaign’s goal is to get institutions to 
divest from stocks, bonds, or investment funds that are unethical or morally ambiguous (Fossil Free, 
What? 2015). The campaign claims that institutions such as universities, religious organizations, 
retirement funds, and others put billions into fossil fuel investments that are risky for the investors 
and the planet (Fossil Free, What? 2015). Divestment is a strategy that has already been used to fight 
against violence in Darfur, tobacco advertising, and most impactful, the issue of South African 
apartheid. By the mid-1980s, over 300 institutions divested from companies doing business in South 
Africa and thereby helped break the back of the Apartheid government (Fossil Free, What? 2015).

Through the “Do the math tour” and the Fossil Free Divestment Movement, the general grievances 
about the climate crisis were concentrated and directed towards one specific object – the fossil fuel 
industry. This process of directing grievances at one certain object is considered in social movement 
theory as a strategy that is very successful in movement organization. Foran (2014) holds that the 
most effective revolutionary movements in history have been those that have been able to address 
the political culture in society often through the creation of a common goal. If movements are able 
to create a common goal they usually become more powerful (7-8).

1 FFUC is present at the UC campuses in Berkeley, Davis, Los Angeles, San Diego, Santa Cruz, San 
Francisco and Santa Barbara.

Image 8: Fossil Free Divestment Campaign at UCSB 
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I identified that in Santa Barbara grievances became mobilizing grievances, as explained in the 
theory, through the concentration of the grievances on the specific target of the fossil fuel industry. 
Rebecca Claassen describes her motivation for founding a 350.org Santa Barbara chapter as follows: 
“I think independently we all came to the realization about the urgency of the climate crisis and the 
evilness of the fossil fuel industry and then met each other and were like “let’s do this! Because I 
believe that there is no way that 7 billion people on the planet could be defeated by a single industry. 
We all stand up together” (Claassen interview).

Furthermore, Theo LeQuesne’s motivation is attributable to the targeting of the fossil fuel industry. 
He states: “Why I join the movement and why I think it can be successful is because climate change 
no longer becomes this very difficult entity to conceptualize, there is a very clear enemy now which 
is the fossil fuel industry” (LeQuesne interview). With his statement, he confirms the assumption in 
social movement theory that people are more inclined to join a movement when it has a common 
goal. Also Emily William’s explanation of her motivation for joining the movement shows that she 
got increasingly active when she saw a concrete goal and concrete issue to address: “For the first 
time I actually saw something that I can get involved with and I could make a difference, I can get 
my university to divest.… Getting the UC to invest would lead to California state divesting. It’s a 
way to make this little change within a system” (Williams interview).

Furthermore, a main motivation for both Emily and Theo to become active in the Fossil Free 
Divestment campaign was their realization that climate change is a systemic issue that cannot be 
changed by an individual’s consumer choice. They both mentioned in the interviews that they have 
been bothered by the narrative that climate change is an individual’s fault. Theo states: 

It is not up to me or you to change a lightbulb. It is much more about that industry that 
perpetuates the system of fossil fuel usage to benefit its own interests and so in that sense it 
is what we need pitch against. And some people say it’s hypocritical because we are using 
fossil fuels all the time but that is actually the point. We can’t unchain ourselves from the 
fossil fuel economy without getting rid of the fossil fuel industry that is standing in the way. 
So that’s why we painted it as the enemy in the climate change discussion (LeQuesne 
interview). 

For Theo and Emily, the construction of a clear enemy and the knowledge that they can actually “do 
something” was very central to their strong activism. With those comments they support the theory 
that people get more inclined to become part of a movement if they see its efficacy. Samson (1992) 
states that efficacy refers to the individual’s expectation that it is possible to alter conditions or 
policies through protest. The more effective an individual believes protest participation is, the more 
likely she or he is to participate.

Regarding grievances I can summarize, that various grievances exist within the CJM. In Santa 
Barbara, I was able to find out – through the interviews – that activists got especially motivated to 
become active in the movement because of its concentration on the fossil fuel industry. The specific 
campaigns such as the Divestment Campaign are targeted towards the fossil fuel industry and a 
common enemy is created. That made the participation in the movement attractive because there 
was a common goal and participants were able to see the efficacy of their participation.

5.2.2 Emotions
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Grievances are often connected to emotions. According to Jasper and Goodwin (2003b) emotional 
dynamics are important to the motivation of activists for joining a movement. Events or 
information can raise such a sense of outrage in people that they become inclined toward political 
action, with or without a network of contacts (Jasper and Goodwin 2003b, 54).

An example showing that climate change is indeed an emotional issue took place at COP19 in 
Warsaw in November, 2013. Three days before the COP, Typhoon Haiyan, one of the strongest 
tropical cyclones ever recorded devastated the Philippines, killing at least 6,300 people (Hodal 2014). 
The chief delegate from the Philippines, Naderev “Yeb” Saño delivered a moving speech 
envisioning the reality of the climate crisis in his country, stating: “The climate crisis is madness” 
(RTCC 2013). During the speech he burst into tears, and afterwards, went on hunger strike for two 
weeks. John Foran describes the moment as follows: “Saño’s speech moved people to tears in the 
overflow hall where I sat. There was nothing to match its power and import in the last two COPs in 
Durban and Doha which I attended” (Foran, Ellis and Gray 2014 196). The speech made Saño the 
“face of UN climate talks” and a “climate justice star,” as 300 other delegates fasted with him and he 
now is increasingly engaged in climate activism in his country (Vidal 2014).

Reed and Foran (2002) state: “the constellation of experience and emotion is indispensable to the 
elaboration of effective ideas about resistance” (338). The origins of radical political cultures lie in 
the experiences of people, in the subjective but shared emotions and dynamics that animate their 
daily lives and color their politics (Foran 2014, 7). According to Foran (2014), political cultures of 
creation animate the global justice movement. Love of life, of people and of justice often nurtures 
the vital force that impels ordinary people into extraordinary acts (14). Hope and optimism provide 
a constructive counterpoint to other animated emotions like hatred and anger. It is a question 
whether hope can be regarded as an emotion; nevertheless, it offers people a positive vision of the 
future to counter feelings of hopelessness and despair (Foran 2014, 14). 

In Santa Barbara, not all activists expressed emotions throughout the interviews. From the 
interviewees I was only able to recognize emotional motivated actions by John and Rebecca. John 
Foran expounds: 

my hope comes from tremendous inspiration what I see every day and get to be part of 
every day.… This is a movement of hope, … love and solidarity. Love of self, love of 
others, love of the planet and love of the future. It has to be motivated by strong, positive 
emotions and it has to have a strong positive vision of a better world. Who wouldn’t want 
to live in a better world? Who wouldn’t want to be part of making that happen? So that’s 
my hope and my motivation (Foran interview). 

Further, Rebecca’s motivation is among others based on an emotional experience: both of her family 
dogs died because the oil well that was located under her house emitted toxic gases (Lohan 2014).

When considering the interviews of Youth Climate Justice activists at the COP19 in Warsaw, I was 
able to identify emotions in the interview with Leehi Yona who attended COP19 as a member of 
SustainUS and the Canadian Youth Climate Coalition. For her, the COP is both, “the most 
devastating and most inspiring experience you ever go through” (Foran, Ellis and Gray 2014, 126). 
On the one hand, she talks about the “heartbreaking moments” when she meets someone who is 
directly affected by climate change, and when she feels very angry and “want[s] to scream at 
everyone, and take every negotiator and shake them … until they understand how you feel, and how 
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urgent it is” (ibid.). She feels a lot of frustrations with the governments’ inaction and her own 
impotence. But on the other hand, she is also very inspired, because she meets “all these amazing 
people doing all these really, really incredible things” (ibid). 

Goodwin, Polletta distinguish between reciprocal emotions and shared emotions of movements. 
Reciprocal emotions concern participants’ ongoing feelings towards each other. These are the close, 
affective ties of friendship, love, solidarity, and loyalty, and the more specific emotions they give rise 
to. Shared emotions are held by a group at the same time, but they do not have the other group 
members as their objects. The group nurtures anger toward outsiders, or outrage over government 
policies. Reciprocal and shared emotions, although distinct, reinforce each other, thereby building a 
movement’s culture. Collective emotions, the reciprocal ones especially, are linked to the pleasures 
of protest. Most obvious are the pleasures of being with people one likes, in any number of ways. 
Other pleasures arise from the joys of collective activities, such as losing oneself in collective motion 
or song (2001, 20). 

The positive emotions Leehi Yona relates to the movement are very strong. “I just kept running into 
all these amazing people, whom I love, who are all here, and were doing these incredible things” 
(Foran, Ellis and Gray 2014, 127). “I have made the most incredible friends.… There’s this shared 
sense of frustration, but also elation when things happen and when we succeed in some of our 
campaigns” (ibid). Furthermore she thinks that love is a big part of the movement and that “the 
Climate Justice Movement is just such a great community, like this big massive family” (ibid., 128).

Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta (2001) view emotions as culturally or socially constructed. They draw 
on Arlie Hochschild’s analysis that looks at the social rules for expressing feelings, the management 
of emotions by oneself and others, and the social evaluation of emotions (12). The social 
constructionist approach to emotion views feelings as contextual and connected to larger social 
systems (Hochschild 1983). One’s values and identity shape the way the information is perceived 
and the degree of importance placed upon responding to the situation (Jasper 1998). Emotional 
reactions must be seen as the result of an interactive process of information, culture, organizational 
and relational ties, and identity (Hochschild 1983). Emotions are connecting human beings to each 
other and the world around them, “like an unseen lens that colors all our thoughts, actions, 
perceptions, and judgments” (Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta 2001, 10). Goodwin, Jasper and Polletta 
(2001) state that some organizers are quite explicit about the emotions techniques they use. They try 
to build solidarity, loyalty, and love among members, as one part of trying to make participation a 
pleasurable experience (15). 

In the 2012 documentary Occupy Love, the director Velcrow Ripper asks the question: “How could 
the crisis we are facing become a love story?” The movie connects different movements like the 
Egyptian Revolution, Occupy Wall Street, Indignados and the climate justice movement, claiming 
that they are all part of a single global movement that is guided by love for each other and the planet 
(Cox 2012; About the Film). In the words of John Foran: “Hope and love sustain the emotional 
foundations of the new political cultures of creation” (Foran 2014, 14). 

Looking at emotions as motivational factor, I was only able to identify emotions as a relevant factor 
for two of the interviewees. However, it can still be concluded that emotions play an important part 
in movement mobilization. If activists are emotionally involved, for example by meeting people who 
are directly affected by climate change, it is more likely for them to get engaged. An important 
aspect of motivation is also the described feeling of “being inspired by others.” If people share their 
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grievances emotionally, like Yeb Saño at the climate conference people feel empathy, and the moral 
incentive to change something. For people who are directly affected by climate change, climate 
change is certainly emotional because it causes death and destruction. People in Santa Barbara also 
have been directly affected by the two oil spills which caused grievances and emotions among them. 

5.2.3 Identity

The third aspect I mentioned in regard to motivation is identity. It is not only grievances and 
emotions but also identity that motivates people to join a movement. “Identity is our understanding 
of who we are and who other people are, and, reciprocally other people’s understanding of 
themselves and others” (Van Stekelenburg 2013, 1). Klandermans and de Weerd (2000) distinguish 
between the individual personal level, and the collective group level of identity. Personal identity can 
be a factor of motivation. Rebecca, for example states: “I personally wanted to get active and 
involved because I needed it for myself. Being a new mom” (Claassen interview). People are 
searching for identity in their lives. Max points out: “You need to find some kind of meaning in your 
life otherwise it does not make sense” (Golding interview). Rebecca and Max found “meaning” in 
their lives by getting involved in the CJM. Rebecca even saw the new role in the movement as such a 
great responsibility that she compared it to the role of being a mother, caring for her children.

The search for identity and meaning in life can be fulfilled by movement participation. This factor of 
motivation contributes to Ronald Inglehart’s (2003) research that claims that individuals in the 
advanced industrial nations, born after World War II (especially the college-educated and affluent 
middle class) were “freed” to pursue “higher” goals such as control over their lives, environmental 
protection, and satisfying work, rather than worrying primarily about their basic material needs 
(Inglehart 2003). Rebecca and Max can be categorized as “post-material” individuals that strive for 
higher goals in life and try to do something good. Arlo Bender-Simon is also concerned about 
himself when talking about his contribution to the climate justice movement: “I hope that I can find 
a place for myself where I am positively contributing to what is going on around me, while still 
learning and feeling engaged in a way that I am still growing and that I don’t get too comfortable” 
(Bender-Simon interview). 

Beside the factor of finding personal fulfillment and meaning in life, there is the aspect of collective 
identity that refers to “the shared definition of a group that derives from members’ common 
interests, experiences, and solidarity” (Taylor and Whittier 1992). Taylor and Whittier (1992) point 
out: For a movement to emerge, the generation of a collective identity is important. In order to 
develop shared grievances and shared emotions a shared identity is needed. The more people feel 
that the interests or principles of their group are threatened, the angrier they are, and the more they 
are prepared to take part in protest to protect their interests and principles, and/or express their 
anger.

The “identity motive” can be found in John Foran’s statements about his motivation for joining the 
movement. A key event in his activism was in Copenhagen 2009. He attended the Klimaforum that 
was organized by activists parallel to the official UN Climate Change Conference and open to 
everyone. He remembers: 

I went to Copenhagen in 2009 and what I saw there really converted me fulltime into 
research, teaching and activism on the global climate justice movement. I met some very 
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inspiring people in Copenhagen, people like Noemi Klein, people like Bill McKibben and 
people like Mohamed Nasheed, the ex-president of the Maldives” … I spent about five days 
there [at the Klimaforum] and heard all those people and was quite inspired by them (Foran 
interview). 

A very strong motivational factor for John is to get inspired by other people. People are more 
inspired by others, if they can identify with those people who speak to them, if they address issues 
that they are also concerned with. Furthermore, John states that his everyday motivation is “to be 
part of something that means everything. To be part of something so big and potentially so 
powerful that it helps us address a problem that we cannot actually solve but only have a better 
outcome rather than the worst outcome” (Foran interview). John’s statement features the 
assumption that strong feelings for a group – a collective identity – can make participation 
pleasurable in itself, independently of the movement’s ultimate goals and outcomes. 

John Foran´s statements and the following statements by Corrie Ellis Grosse show the collective 
identity that emerges as part of the participation in the movement. Corrie and John feel connected 
to other people and have strong feelings for the movement they are part of. 

The community I am a part of motivates me to engage and keep engaging in climate justice 
activism.… When I was relatively new in Santa Barbara … I was looking to feel more 
connected to this place. I found a group of people, young and old, and hardly any of whom 
were involved with my university, who I really enjoyed being with. I consider them my 
friends, and I feel accountable to them. This keeps me going (Grosse interview).

Her statement mirrors Yzerbyt’s and his colleagues’ (2003) assumption that group identification is 
very powerful to movement participation because the awareness of similarity and shared fate leads 
to higher motivation to get engaged. Corrie Ellis Grosse feels a “social obligation” (Stürmer et al. 
2003) to act on behalf of the group she feels part of. The other activists are her friends, she wants to 
stand up with and for them, and improve life in the community. 

In sum, I can remark that identity is an remarkable factor for the CJM activists in Santa Barbara to 
be motivated to get active. First, because their activism adds up to their personal identity as they are 
in search of meaning and personal fulfillment in their lives. Rebecca, Arlo, and Max identify very 
strongly with the movement and see it as their personal mission. Second, identity plays a role as 
motivational factor because activists feel part of a group and therefore, act in terms of collective 
group identity. They identify with the community they are part of and want to act on behalf of them. 

5.2.4 Ideology

The following part discusses the ideology of the climate justice movement and answers the question 
whether activists in Santa Barbara are motivated to join the movement out of ideological reasons. I 
first draw on the concept of ideology and point out relevant aspects concerning the movement in 
Santa Barbara. Second, I explain two main ideological streams within climate justice ideology: the 
moderate and the radical one. Third, I show the attitudes of activists of the movement in Santa 
Barbara towards the different ideological streams, and their attempts to merge the different 
ideological views.
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According to Colin J. Beck (2013), ideology is an important aspect of social and political 
movements, and is most basic and commonly referred to as “a system of multiple beliefs, ideas, 
values, principles, ethic, morals, goals, and so on, that overlap, shape, and reinforce one another” (1). 
Ideology is often an implicit and assumed feature of movements, because an ideology articulates and 
identifies a mobilization’s beliefs and goals (Beck 2013, 1). Swidler (1986) points out: ideology is “a 
highly articulated, self-conscious belief and ritual system, aspiring to offer a unified answer to 
problems of social action” (279). One of the main representatives of the studies of ideologies, 
Michael Freeden (2006) puts ideology at the center of political theory (15). He points out that 
ideologies “are human and social products that bind together views of the world … and enable 
collective action in furthering or impeding the goals of a society” (Freeden 2006, 14). 

There is a distinction between the individual cognitive level, and the social and group features of 
ideology. On the individual level, ideology can be seen as “a rational sense-making strategy” (Beck 
2013, 1). Ideology is held to provide a systematization and articulation of underlying beliefs, and 
therefore it can be said that actors use ideology to make sense of the social world (ibid.). Moreover, 
ideology has a social aspect because an ideology is usually shared by multiple actors. Systems of 
beliefs and values provide meaning and identity for movement participants. Ideologies can create 
group affiliation and help connect like-minded actors into a movement. Therefore, ideologies play a 
role in group understanding, actions, and formation (Beck 2013, 1-2).

According to Reed and Foran (2002), a successful ideological mobilization always manages to fuse 
and condense several ideological discourses into a single major theme, usually expressed in a single 
slogan (337). Looking at the climate justice movement , there is not one single slogan, but several. 
Most popular slogans are: “System Change Not Climate Change!” or “Climate Justice Now!”(Van 
der Zee and Batty 2009; Gerhardt 2010). At the COP in Copenhagen in 2009 the demonstration was 
called “Planet first – People first” one could read banners with “Our climate – Not your business!” 
(Sørensen 2009). Moreover, signs with “There Is No Planet B,” “Forests Not for Sale” and “Jobs, 
Justice, Clean Energy” were held at the People’s Climate March in New York in 2014 (Foderaro 2014).

Garrelts and Dietz (2014) claim that the climate movement is “anything but a homogenous 
phenomenon” (2), but “there’s a divide in the larger global climate justice movement between 
people who want to reform the system and people who want to completely change the system” 
(Foran interview). Anjali Appadurai, a youth climate activists confirms this: 

Image 9: System Change not Climate Change, in Copenhagen 2009; Image 10: Our Climate – Not Your 
Business
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We diverge hugely ideologically.… There is a really massive split that is just beginning to be 
really apparent between people who are focused on justice and equity, which focuses very 
much on historical responsibility and current respective capacities and of the divide between 
developed and developing countries. And then people who [are focused] more on the 
politically possible realm (Foran, Ellis and Gray 2014, 16).

The more moderate group in the CJM holds that environmental problems can be resolved 
politically, economically, and technologically within the context of real existing institutions and 
power structures. They regard their aims as compatible with continuing economic growth. Their 
belief in science and technology, in the power of governments and markets opens up space for 
processes of institutional learning and political reforms. They suppose that the dynamics of capitalist 
growth should be used to develop and disseminate even more advanced environmentally friendly 
technologies and to create a large number of green jobs in the process. Garrelts and Dietz (2014) 
consider established environmental organizations, such as Friends of the Earth, and internet-based 
campaign groups like 350.org, as more typical for the moderate group which is committed to 
nurturing solutions that are immanently available within the existing system (2-3). 

With regard to the interviews of Santa Barbara activists, Rebecca from 350.org matches better with 
the more moderate side of the movement. She states: “I don’t want to say that all capitalism is bad 
because I think there is a chance how we can use our consumer power to create international change 
rapidly” (Claassen interview). For example, she supports the campaign for the policy proposal 
“Carbon Fee and Dividend” that would put a steadily rising fee on the CO2 content of fossil fuels 
and create an international carbon prize. The Carbon Fee and Dividend would introduce border 
adjustment, meaning that there are import fees on products imported from countries without a 
carbon fee. The aim is to discourage businesses from relocating to places where they can emit more 
CO2, and motivate countries to adopt similar carbon pricing policies. The policy is supposed to send 
a signal to investors to invest in renewable energy as carbon gets more and more expensive. In 
British Colombia the policy has already achieved huge greenhouse gas reductions (Citizens’ Climate 
Lobby 2015). A study by the Regional Economic Models, Inc. (REMI) claims that the Carbon Fee 
and Dividend “will reduce CO2 emissions 50% below 1990 levels in 20 years and that recycling the 
revenue creates an economic stimulus that adds 2.8 million jobs to the economy” (Citizens’ Climate 
Lobby 2015). Rebecca’s opinion is: 

We don’t have time to overthrow capitalism and then address climate change. I think that 
both can happen together but I don’t think that we can take the time to overthrow the 
system and then hope to have any effect on climate change.… If we are hoping for a 
revolution, let’s start by achieving things that have control at the hand (Claassen interview).

Garrelts and Dietz (2014) put groups such as the Climate Justice Now! coalition, the La Via Campesina 
network (international peasant’s movement), or the NGO Plane Stupid in the more radical group of 
the CJM (2). The radical side of the CJM identifies capitalist structures as the cause of climate 
change and diagnoses a deep-reaching crisis of the current political and economic system. Key 
importance is attached to demands for distributive and 
procedural justice (ibid.). Two groups from the far radical side of 
the CJM are Earth First! and Deep Green Resistance (DGR). Earth 
First! was named in 1979 and claims to take a decidedly different 
track towards environmental issues by using tools ranging from 
grassroots organizing and involvement in the legal process to 
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civil disobedience. Earth First! is a belief in biocentrism, that life of the Earth comes first, and a 
practice of putting beliefs into action. The main common agreement between Earth First!-ers is “the 
need for action!” (About Earth First). The group Deep Green 
Resistance was founded in 2011 and is active in at least seven 
countries. Like Earth First! the group views mainstream 
environmental activism as ineffective. DGR believes that industrial civilization is endangering all life 
on the planet, and advocates for a radical shift in society’s structure and function. It calls for humans 
to actively fight for the Earth utilizing whatever means necessary to stop destruction of the natural 
world. With its Decisive Ecological Warfare (DEW) it teaches it’s members militant resistance and 
asymmetric warfare. The demonstrations and civil disobedience of DGR “often requires a high 
degree of risk or personal sacrifice” (Deep Green Resistance). 

Max Golding, who is now active in the Santa Barbara 350.org group, explains that he “used to 
identify as an anarchist” and used to be part of the “revolution-only-people” (Golding interview), 
who think that nothing within green capitalism is going to work. Now he thinks that “the hard core 
revolutionary approach often leads to a lot of talk and does not really do anything. A lot of folks 
from that position just complain about how things are not good enough, but meanwhile the world is 
burning” Max says that he is slowly growing out of the anarchist approach, because he thinks there 
is an illusion within this way of thinking, it almost seems like “posturing” to him, that they “wanna 
sound like they have the moral high ground.” He considers the strategies of Earth First! or Deep Green 
Resistance less effective than those of other groups that are using legal means. He thinks that from a 
strategic point of view it is disadvantageous to identify very strong with radical ideologies such as 
Ecosocialism when short term goals should be achieved, because a strong identification might 
alienate people. “In my heart I am kind of an anarchist but I don’t run around with patches and 
circle A’s everywhere I go, because I don’t want to alienate, I hope that I don’t alienate people in 
trying to achieve certain goals.” His approach is to use both ways: do reforms within the system 
while living towards a revolutionary restructuring of the whole system. To him what matters most is 
“trying to do the best we can, to change as much as we can within a really very short period of 
time.” He wants to bring more revolutionaries within the conversation, but also talks about practical 
goals, because he thinks that both can benefit from each other (all quotes Golding interview). 

That a combination of both approaches is possible, shows the example of John Foran. He considers 
himself belonging to the more radical and anti-capitalist wing of the global climate justice movement 
and is part of the networks Climate Justice Now! and System Change not Climate Change (SCNCC). 
SCNCC is a Canadian and US ecosocialist coalition. Ecosocialism brings together two 

complementary ways of thinking about humans and 
the environment. The “eco-” comes from the science 
of ecology and emphasizes the complex and dynamic 
interactions among the living and non-living 
components within an ecosystem. The insights of 
ecology are combined with socialist thought and 

action associated with Marxism. Marxism holds that the ecological crisis is rooted in the destructive 
economic and political system of capitalism, and provides a vision of a system beyond capitalism, in 
which production is driven by human need. Ecosocialists fight for a new sort of socialism that takes 
into account the place of human beings in the planet-wide biosphere. According to Ecosocialists, 
the premise of environmental degradation and social injustice stems from the same source: a world 
where profits are the highest goal. This implies that the emancipation of people from capital and its 
masters goes hand-in-hand with the emancipation of the earth and its biosphere from capitalism 

Image 11: Earth First

Image 12: System Change Not Climate Change
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(System Change, What? 2015). Ecosocialists Joel Kovel and Michael Lowy (2009) hold that the way 
out of the climate crisis requires society to move from fossil fuel dependent capitalism to eco-
socialism.

Moreover, John is member of 350.org and on the County Council of the Green Party in Santa 
Barbara. When I asked him how he thinks social change can be generated, he answered that he 
thinks there are two ways of thinking about this problem, and that both are valuable: One strategy is 
to build political power to win elections and have control over policy and resources. This is 
happening in the last ten years in Latin America, in particular in Ecuador, Venezuela, and Bolivia 
and a number of other places where left-wing parties and ecological parties have some success in 
controlling national governments. The other strategy is to build people power on the local level, 
fight battles against extractive fossil fuel corporations and create an alternative to the current system 
we have. John thinks that “all those things have to happen at the same time” (Foran, interview). 

Accordingly, there are different ideological approaches in the climate justice movement, but it is not 
barred that the approaches can be combined.

My question now is, how far activists are motivated to join the movement out of ideological reasons. 
According to Van Stekelenburg (2013b), moral incentives “appear to be of utmost importance in 
explaining protest participation” (1). Moral incentives arise from the internal feeling of doing the 
right thing. If people feel that their norms or values are violated, for instance equality or justice, they 
feel the “inner moral obligation” to maintain their moral integrity and participate in collective action 
(Klandermans 2013). Max Golding explains his motivation to build up a climate justice movement in 
Santa Barbara in ideological terms: “There is already a very strong base of an institutionalized 
environmentalism … [but] there needed to be a more fiery grassroots people power locally … we 
wanted to activate that” (Golding interview). 

An important moral incentive to get active in the climate justice movement is that activists want to 
show solidarity with those who contributed least to climate change but are affected the most. Brian 
Tokar (2014) holds that “as the consequences of climate destabilization continue to be felt by people 
around the world, the disproportionate effect on those least responsible for excess greenhouse gas 
emissions continue to be a powerful motivator for engaged civil society actions” (135). Climate 
change does not stop at national borders and therefore, the pollution that happens in the USA can 
affect people somewhere else. Rebecca states: “I feel inspired to work in the movement because I 
want to work because others can’t. I feel privileged to be able to, and I also feel like we do things in 
such a way that we allow easy opportunities for other people to get involved” (Claassen interview). 
Max holds:

If you zoom out and look at the global picture you realize if you actually have enough free 
time, and you are not putting in work on climate justice, you are not using that privilege that 
you have, and identify with it as a responsibility you have … and therefore, who am I not to 
do something, even if it is not the best and if I can’t wave the magic wand, I can do my best 
(Golding interview).

The quotes of the interviews with Rebecca and Max show that both base their motivation for getting 
active in the CJM on their feeling of responsibility for other people who are less privileged and 
therefore cannot get involved to fight for their rights. Max even takes a step further and says that 
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people who have the possibility and time to get involved but do not do it fail in taking over 
responsibility. 

Another aspect that motivates Rebecca, is the inevitable nature and the urgency of climate change: 
“After we reach a certain point there is no going back. There is nothing we will be able to do.… 
Let’s fast-forward 50 years and see what you wish you had been focusing on. If we don’t address it 
while we can, climate change will make these struggles nearly impossible to win” (Claassen 
interview).

In terms of ideology, I conclude that there exist different ideologies within the climate justice 
movement and there is a divide in the movement between the radical side, that wants to re-make 
power outside of the current system, and the moderate side that believes that climate justice is 
possible within established power relations. Interviewed activists in Santa Barbara represent 
convictions of both sides. In terms of motivation out of ideological reasons, I was able to identify 
that the interviewees got engaged in the movement because they see it as their responsibility and 
they want to take the responsibility as privileged, white US-citizens to get engaged because others 
cannot. They see the inevitable nature and the urgency of the climate crisis that makes them getting 
active now, because it can be too late soon.

5.3 How do activists participate in the CJM?

We have to build the biggest social movement the world has ever seen around climate 
justice, the most powerful, the most wide-reaching. We have to do that but the problem is, 
how do you do that? And so many, many people are trying their best to make that happen 
and that’s what we need. We need more people trying harder with more new ideas to make 
this movement grow (Foran interview).

This part of the thesis is on the how. How does the global climate justice movement actually work? 
In the following part, I first elaborate on the different strategies and forms of collective actions used 
by the CJM. Second, I investigate the organization of the CJM. There are different levels of climate 
justice activism from the local to the global level. Third, the paper asks whether the CJM can be 
considered as truly global. I focus on the North-South divide that exists in climate politics and in the 
climate movement.

5.3.1 Strategy and Collective Action 

In order to answer the question, how do activists take part in the movement, it is important to 
investigate collective action in the climate justice movement (CJM). Nnimmo Bassey, director of 
Friends of the Earth International, told the activists at the protest march in Copenhagen in 2009: 
“Let’s dance, sing and be happy, because power is in your hands” (Van der Zee and Batty 2009). As 
already elaborated before, the CJM is not only trying to demand and criticize things, but to spread a 
positive message and an alternative perspective. This is also mirrored in the collective actions of the 
movement, like the March for Real Climate Leadership in Oakland, where I took part. This section 
outlines the relevant social movement theory regarding collective action in order to understand 
different forms of collective action within the CJM. 



107

One factor that distinguishes social movements from other political actors is the strategic use of 
“novel, dramatic, unorthodox, and non-institutionalized forms of political expression to try to shape 
political opinion and put pressure on those in position of authority” (Taylor and Van Dyke 2004, 
263). Taylor and Van Dyke (2004) define protest as “the collective use of unconventional methods 
of political participation to try to persuade or coerce authorities to support a challenging group’s 
aims” (263). Protest can encompass a wide variety of actions, ranging from conventional strategies 
of political persuasion such as lobbying, voting, and petitioning; confrontational tactics such as 
marches, strikes, and demonstrations that disrupt the day-to-day life of a community; violent acts 
that inflict material and economic damages and loss of life; and cultural forms of political expression 
such as rituals, spectacles, music, art, poetry, film, literature, and cultural practices of everyday life. 

Taylor and Van Dyke (2004) specify three features common to all tactical repertoires: contestation, 
intentionality, and collective identity (264). Collective identity was already on above, so is not directly 
considered again here. Tactical repertoires are interactions that embody contestation between groups 
with different and competing interests. They are sites of contestation in which bodies, symbols, 
identities, practices and discourses are used to pursue or prevent changes in institutionalized power 
relations (Taylor and Van Dyke 2004,  268). Moreover, intentionality is a common feature of tactical 
repertoires, because all protests act strategically with conscious intention to produce or prevent 
change. Taylor and Van Dyke (2004) agree with resource mobilization and political process theory 
that strategic decision-making is one of the essential aspects of social psychology of collective 
claims-making (Jenkins 1983; Gamson 1992). One strategic feature of protests is the “logic of 
numbers” (Della Porta and Diani 1999). Even when groups are small, they try, through marches, 
strikes, petitions, letter-writing campaigns, and referenda, to convey numerical strength.

There are various forms of protest and it seems like protest possibilities are virtually unlimited. 
However, social movement researchers point out that tactics of protest are fairly predictable, limited, 
and bounded by the repertoires that protestors have learned (Taylor and Van Dyke 2004, 265). 
Collective actors choose among tactical repertoires not simply on the basis of strategic decision-
making, but rather choose options that conform to their ideological visions, are congruent with their 
collective identities, and embody the cultural schemas that provide meanings, motives, and templates 
for action (Tilly 1978; Benford and Snow 2000; Gamson 1992). Tilly (1978) and Tarrow (1998) 
describe the distinctive constellations of tactics and strategies developed over time and used by 
protest groups to act collectively in order to make claims on individuals and groups as “repertoires 
of contention.” The concept of repertoires of contention is used to refer to the recurrent, 
predictable, and fairly narrow toolkit of specific protest tactics used by a set of collective actors in a 
particular campaign (Della Porta and Diani 1999). There are “established ways in which pairs of 
actors make and receive claims bearing on each other’s interests” (Tilly 1995, 43).

Emily Williams thinks that the movement is “incredibly well connected,” but there are a couple of 
competing views on how the global climate justice movement should be acting. “There is not one 
solid strategy but rather different strategic ideas” (Williams interview). According to Bond (2014), 
the strategies of climate activists are very various and diverse. They reach from very progressive 
forms of juridical action based on ecological debt, such as the Ecuadorian court decision that found 
Chevron-Texaco guilty of a wide range of damages linked to their former oil extraction activities in 
Ecuador (Ejolt 2012), to the promotion of a post-consumerist mentality through social media, such 
as the YouTube videos Story of Stuff series which has around 40 million internet downloads (Story of 
Stuff 2007). Other strategies are to build “Transition towns,” a movement that seeks to build 
community resilience against the effects of climate change and economic crisis (Transition US 2013). 
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North Oakland, for example call itself Transition Town North Oakland and the community is working 
together to create a positive vision and action toward a post-petroleum future (North Oakland 
Transition 2015). Furthermore, climate activists encourage extraction-site protests, such as in the 
Niger Delta and West Virginia, and work towards regional and then national bans on new emissions 
(Bond 2014,  142). Campaigns under the claims: “Leave the Oil in the Soil, the Coal in the Hole, the 
Tar Sand in the Land, and the Fracking Shale Gas under the Grass” are taking place in Ecuador, 
Norway, and many other places (Bond 2014, 142). 

Brian Tokar (2014) notes that movements for climate justice do not claim a unified political strategy, 
but their praxis can be categorized in three main arenas: strategic interventions at the annual 
negotiations carried out under the UN’s Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC); 
challenges to the expanding extraction of fossil fuels; and a variety of efforts to expose corporate-
driven “false solutions” to the climate crisis (137).

In Santa Barbara the most strident protests and opposition are against the fossil fuel industry. The 
already mentioned oil history of Santa Barbara contributes a big part to that. Strategies in Santa 
Barbara first and foremost aim at fighting the fossil fuel industry. One strategy was the county-wide 
ballot initiative Measure P that tried to ban fracking in Santa Barbara County, by making use of 
available tools in the U.S.-American democratic system. The ballot initiative is a form of direct 
democracy by which a minimum number of registered voters need to sign a petition that will bring 
about a public vote. The activists were able to put the measure on the ballot in November 2014. 
Using legal means available in the democratic system and people power, can therefore be considered 
as one strategy of the climate justice movement in Santa Barbara in its fight against the fossil fuel 
industry and for climate justice.

A problem the movement faces is the lack of resources. In Santa Barbara, the Measure P campaign 
that tried to ban fracking in Santa Barbara County had to stand up against a lot of money coming 
from the oil industry that tried to prevent the measure from being passed. 350.org was able to 
mobilize 8,000 volunteers who gathered 20,000 signatures within three weeks and worked to educate 
people about the dangers of fracking. However, the movement was standing up against $7million 
that was spent by the oil industry for the ‘No on P’ campaign. Foran holds: “It always comes down 
to people against money. Basically, social movements have big numbers to overcome money” 
(Foran interview).

Another strategy is the Fossil Free Divestment Campaign at the UCSB campus that tries to get the 
university to divest from fossil fuel companies. As the strategy of divestment has already been 
successfully used, for example in fight against apartheid in South Africa, the strategy belongs to the 
“repertoires of contention” as mentioned in social movement theory by Tilly (1978) and Tarrow 
(1998).

Furthermore, the activists in Santa Barbara have organized protests against the fossil fuel industry. 
As response to the 2015 oil spill in Santa Barbara the UCSB Fossil Free group organized a rally on 
campus, where they were chanting and carrying a pipeline. The also organized a street theater 
featuring UC Regents paying Exxon executives to dump oil on students, representing the 
university’s active investment practices and their impact on their environment and students 
(Williams 2015).

Image 13: UCSB student protest as response to the Refugio oil spill
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Another rally downtown was organized by Stand in the Sand, a group that formed as a result of the 
2010 Gulf Oil Spill (Stand in the Sand). The event called for more renewable and less 
environmentally determined energy practices. Activists gathered at a central square in Santa Barbara, 
marched down to the beach, and lined up on the beach joining hands in solidarity as a symbolic 
protection of the ocean. McCormack, the executive director of Audubon California, a national 
society to conserve and restore natural ecosystems, explains: “California’s beaches, including the 
wildlife and recreational opportunities they support, are a major part of our state’s identity. Time and 
time again, we’re reminded that the benefits of putting oil so close to our natural treasures are never 
worth the risk” (Panzer, Serna Barboza and Chawkins 2015). The form of the protest of Stand in the 
Sand mirrors the repertoires of contention, as the same kind of protest has already been used in 
2010 to stand in solidarity with those affected by the spill that happened at the Gulf of Mexico. The 
organizers created the protests in a pleasurable way and a form of collective identity was created by 
holding each other’s hands, standing on the sand together. 

Furthermore, the homepage of Stand in the Sand reflects the “political culture of creation” that has 
been described as a feature of the climate justice movement (Foran 2014, 14). Stand in the Sand 
requested the activists to “keep it as positive as possible.” They claim: 

We seek to build community, offering a way for people to come together to voice their 
frustrations while channeling those frustrations into positive action. We avoid negative 
messaging, as negativity only perpetuates negativity. We seek positive action as a community 
towards a clean energy future (Stand in the Sand, Rally). 

It was a family friendly event and people were encouraged to wear the color yellow, paint their faces, 
wear costumes, bring signs and “green cars” or bikes. It was also a fundraising event to assist with 
recovery efforts.

Another demonstration where climate activists from Santa Barbara took part was the March For Real 
Climate Leadership that took place on February 7, 2015 in Oakland, California and where I myself 
took part. Over 8,000 people participated in the demonstration to call for a ban on fracking in 
California. The March was one of the biggest climate rallies California has seen and the biggest 
action against fracking in US history (March for Climate Leadership 2015). 

The demonstration drew a wide range of supporters, including labor unions, students, 
environmental justice groups, health activists, and individuals. In total there were 134 organizations 

participating in the march2. The diversity of participating groups shows that climate justice, and in 

2 Organizations participating in the march included trade unions (e.g. American Federation of State, 
County and Municipal Employees AFSCME), labor committees (Bay Area Labor Committee for 
Peace and Justice (LC4PJ) and workers (IWW-Industrial Workers of the World, OurWalmart) ), as 
well as environmental NGOs (e.g. Greenpeace, Sierra Club), climate groups (350.org), human rights 
and environmental justice organizations (Global Exchange, California Environmental Justice 
Alliance), peace and social justice NGOs (Codepink), political action groups (Democracy for 
America), anti-capitalist and social and economic equality movements (Occupy, System Change not 

Next page: Image 14: March for Real Climate Leadership, Oakland, CA February 
2015
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particular fracking does not only concern environmentalists but has a broad resonance within 
Californian society. Moreover, the march reflects the political culture of creation. Cindy Dixon, a 
participant in the march, said “I came up by bus this morning. And I’m doing this because I believe 
in a future for all human life and all life on earth, and I believe it’s time for us to create a whole 
other way of 
being human” 
(Quintana 2015). 
The protests 
were completely 
non-violent, 
people were 
chanting, playing 
music and 
waving signs 
reading “Don’t 
Frack Your 
Mother” and 
“There’s No 
Planet B” 
(Colliver 2015).

One specific 
strategy of the 
March was to use art as a major element: We are “putting art, culture and creativity at the heart of 
the mobilization.” The organizers drew on the success of the People’s Climate March in New York 
on September 21, 2014 with an estimated 
participation of 311,000 people and 
therewith the largest climate change 
march in history. Organizers of the 
Oakland march claim that “resistance 
and change often begin in art” (March 
for Climate Leadership, Arts Organizing 
2015). One of the arts educational 
projects was to create “pieces of the 
solution to fracking and climate change.” 
At the demonstration they carried art and 
handwritten letters in the shape of puzzle 
pieces. The message was to visually show 
Governor Brown the solutions and 
alternatives to fracking and the climate 
change, and to request him to be a real, 

Climate Change), think tanks (Oakland Institute), minority group associations (Chinese Progressive 
Association, Filipino Advocates for Justice), indigenous groups (Idle no more, Pachamama Alliance), 
health organizations, parents and families (e.g. Climate Parents, Mainstreet Moms), feminist groups 
(Women’s Earth Alliance), students organizations (Students Against Fracking), religious groups 
(Network of Spiritual Progressives, Progressive Christians Uniting), and many others (March for 
Climate Leadership, Partners, 2015).

Previous page: Image 15: Arts Project: Pieces of the solution 
at the Climate March in Oakland, February 7, 2015
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positive “Piece of the Solution” (March for Climate Leadership, Pieces to the Solution 2015). This 
project especially shows the intention of the movement to create an alternative visions and be a 
movement not only against something but also for something. 

Furthermore, the intentionality of collective action is shown. Strategically, the demonstration was 
held in Governor Jerry Brown’s home town, Oakland, because environmentalists were taking aim at 
Brown’s role as a “political darling” in the 1970s (Quintana 2015). At that time Jerry Brown was very 
supportive to the environmental movement, and ended tax breaks for oil companies and promoted 
solar energy. The title of the demonstration refers to former Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger’s 
and Brown’s hyping of California’s bipartisan climate leadership, as a model other governments 
should emulate by committing to ambitious emissions reductions at the global climate summit in 
Paris in December 2015 (Hertsgaard 2015). With the march, the protestors questioned how Jerry 
Brown could be a true 
climate champion if he does 
not ban fracking. Richard 
Gray, one of the 
participants in the march 
held a sign with an image of 
Brown pointing to his head 
and the words, “Climate 
Leaders Use Their Brains” 
(Associated Press 2015).

These examples from the 
march show that the 
activists acted strategically 
in choosing the place and 
the name of the 
demonstration. It mirrors 
the theory that protests are 
organized strategically with conscious intention to reach a specific goal. Sabrina Lockhart, a 
spokeswoman for Californians for Energy Independence states that “activists are using fracking as a 
scare tactic when the end goal is to end all oil production in California. (Associated Press 2015). The 
protest also reflects the “logic of numbers.” In order to reach high numbers, the organizers put 
effort into organizing transportation to the march, with 21 buses from different cities across the 
state that mostly gave free rides to the participants, a 10% discount offered on trains, and a 
“rideboard” on the homepage that facilitated the organization of rideshares (March for Climate 
Leadership, Transportation 2015). The example of the March for Real Climate Leadership shows the 
principally peaceful, creative, and fun atmosphere of a CJM collective action. Participants are likely 
to join the march because it is like a big festival. People are dressed in costumes, there is music, 
chanting, and people are coming together for a good cause. The feeling of collective identity is 
created if people march together in a huge group of 8,000 people demanding political change.

That collective action of the 
climate justice movement can also 
be more radical, as in the protests 
concerning the controversial 
Keystone XL (XL stands for 

Image 16: Climate Leaders use their brains! Climate March, Oakland 
February 7, 2015
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express line) project, where activists used civil disobedience as a strategy to deter the US government 
from the realization of the project. Bond (2014) calls the Keystone XL protests the “highest-profile 
US climate activism” (142). 
The Keystone XL pipeline is 
supposed to transport 
800,000 barrels a day of heavy crude from oil sands formations in Canada to Texas refineries and 
provide a shortcut to the Gulf of Mexico (Wheaton 2014). The environmentalists argue that the 
pipeline can devastate ecosystems, pollute water sources and jeopardize public health. They claim 
that during tar sands oil extraction, carbon dioxide emissions are three times higher than those of 
conventional oil (Friends of the Earth).

In June 2011 the fight against the pipeline went national when James E. Hansen, a former NASA 
climate scientist wrote an open letter calling the pipeline “game over for the climate.” Subsequently 
Bill McKibben urged the members of 350.org to commit civil disobedience in front the White 
House (Meisel 2013). The protest attracted more activists than expected. They built a human chain 
around the White House and clogged the State Department’s public comment system with more 
than a million emails and letters. During the protests, about 1,200 people got arrested at the White 
House. The New York Times states: “The fight has changed American environmental politics” 
(Wheaton 2014). 350.org has more than doubled their e-mail list to 530,000 people (number of 
2014) since the group began to fighting the pipeline in August 2011. Further, it is assumed that 
Keystone “has united national and local environmental groups that usually fight for attention and 
resources.” With the pipeline, the fight against climate change has a physical presence. According to 
environmental activists, it is easier to rally people around something as vivid as a pipeline bisecting 
the United States. 

Furthermore, very essential to the movement’s strategy is network and coalition building. Rebecca 
emphasizes the organizing philosophy of the climate justice movement: “our greatest chance of 
beating oil companies is to work together in close cooperation, not trying to scrape out our own 
niche and garden and protect it and raise money” (Claassen interview). In order to reach the CJM’s 
larger goals, different campaigns are trying to make sure that the goals of their campaigns are 
compatible with the larger goals of climate justice. Climate justice entails not only environmental 
struggles but also concerns social justice. Climate justice activists therefore, seek alliances with 
activists fighting in struggles on food, land and water sovereignty, renewable energy, or economic 
justice (Bond 2014, 136). Focused on the justice aspect, the movement tries to orientate itself to the 
politics of the Global South, and to fuse traditional left and radical environmental politics with new 
“Rights of Nature” strategies, ecofeminist and ecosocialist philosophies, and horizontal political 
strategies and tactics (Bond 2014, 136). 

At the University of California (UC), Berkeley, for example, there are various different student 
groups, including the fossil fuel divestment campaign, the anti-fracking group, the Israel divestment 
group, the prison divestment group, the Black Lives Matter group, and a group working on tuition 
hikes. Berkeley has tried to tie the different groups together, so students show up for each other and 
attend each other’s demonstrations. Different groups with different goals are supporting each other 
and trying to figure out how they can work together. They are sharing their narrative with the larger 
campus and are talking about their campaigns in a larger arc (Williams interview).

350.org is an example of a group doing a “good job” in network building according to Bond (2014), 
who states that the “single biggest movement with the potential to generate … links is probably 

  Image 17:  Bill McKibben at a Keytone XL protest
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350.org” (142). On the homepage of 350.org one can read: “We’re building a global climate 
movement. Climate-focused campaign, projects and actions led from the bottom-up by people in 
188 countries.” The strategies of 350.org are for example publicity-oriented consciousness-raising, 
civil disobedience, and the divestment campaign, aiming to defund the fossil fuel corporations. 
According to Bond (2014), the strategies of 350.org reflect “the necessity of growing militancy, more 
concrete local activities, and common campaigning strategies, tactics and targets” (142). 

Rebecca, one of the co-founders of the 350 Santa Barbara chapter said that they wanted to make 
their group part of 350.org because 350.org already had national recognition. She thought if they 
start a 350 chapter in Santa Barbara, people would already know to come to us if they care about the 
climate. Her expectation was that making their group part of 350.org would allow the group to get 
off the ground rapidly, because 350 had already established the name nationally and they would not 
have to spend a lot of time on the administrative side. “It would be the fastest way for us to connect 
with other people who are concerned about the climate crisis” (Claassen interview). 

In terms of strategies and collective action it can be concluded that in Santa Barbara climate justice 
strategies mostly aim at the fossil fuel industry as it has the biggest impact in that region. The 
identified strategies are the ballot initiative Measure P which is a form of direct democracy, the 
Fossil Free Divestment Campaign, a known and successful strategy of social movements, and 
different forms of protest that are peaceful, creative and joyful but can also lead to arrests due to 
civil disobedience. Furthermore, a major strategy of the movement is to build alliances among 
different struggles that relate to climate justice and to be well connected by building global networks 
that make the movement stronger. A problem of the movement is resources as it mostly comes 
down to people against money.

5.3.2 Transnational Collective Action – Different Levels of Organization

Tarrow (2005) states that in order to understand the origins and mechanisms of global protest, it is 
necessary to focus on internationalism – the structures through which globalization is mediated – 
and its relation to collective action. Horizontal and vertical relations between state and non-state 
actors operating at international, national, and subnational levels generate networks of formal and 
informal institutions. These institutions pose threats but also opportunities to sovereignty, 
democracy, diversity and protest, as they open up “an opportunity space into which domestic actors 
can move, encounter others like themselves, and form coalitions that transcend their borders” 
(Tarrow 2005, 25).

Starting in the 1990s social movement scholars have announced profound changes in social 
movements due to “internationalization of economic, cultural, and political exchanges, combined 
with nations’ growing loss of control over these flows. Keck and Sikkink (1998) called this the 
emergence of “transnational advocacy networks,” Guidry, Kennedy and Zald (2000), the rise of the 
“global public sphere” and Florini (2000) called it the “transnational civil society.” Della Porta and 
Tarrow (2005) claim that modern social movements developed with the creation of nation-states, 
and the nation-state has been the target of protest for many years (1). However, due to different 
forces of globalization, social movements and the issues they tackle do not halt on the national level 
but reach out globally. Christina Flesher Fominaya (2014) describes that nation states are 
increasingly members of transnational and multilateral organizations and their sovereignty over key 
economic and political issues is transferred to global arenas. If decision-making is shifted away from 
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the nation-state and its citizens, it becomes more and more technocratic and less democratic. In 
order to bridge this gap, civil society is organizing itself across borders in transnational networks and 
organizations (51-52). 

Della Porta and Tarrow (2005) call this process “transnational collective action” that has led to the 
creation of transnational organizational structures and the framing of transnational identities (10). 
They refer to changes in the international environment due to the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
development of electronic communication, and the growing power of transnational corporations 
and international institutions that have led to “complex internationalism” (7-8). Beside the changes 
in the international environment, also cognitive and relational changes occurred that led to the 
institutionalization of tactics and frames of social movements, for example by the creation of the 
World Social Forum. By drawing more attention to transnational connections, movements were able 
to learn from each other and create a network with thematic and strategic linkages (9). Keck and 
Sikkink (1998) call it the “boomerang effect,” when activists build up international alliances to put 
pressure on their own governments.

Della Porta and Tarrow (2005) identify three important processes of transnationalization of social 
movements: diffusion, internalization, and externalization. Diffusion means the spread of movement 
ideas, practices, and frames from one country to another (2). The process of diffusion does not 
necessarily involve connections across borders, but rather the adoption of organizational forms, 
collective action frames, or targets from one country or region to the other. Due to international 
travel, knowledge of common language, and access to internet, those processes are facilitated and 
network organization can easily transcend national boundaries. However, it is important to note that 
those who cannot make use of those advantages are increasingly excluded (Bennet 2005; Della Porta 
and Tarrow 2005, 3-4). 

The process of internalization can be understood as the domestication of external conflicts. 
Decisions that originated, or were implemented at the supranational level are often addressed 
nationally or on a lower level. The subsequent democratic deficit and lack of political opportunities 
on the supranational level leads to protests on national and subnational levels (Della Porta and 
Tarrow 2005, 4-5). The third process of externalization describes the movement organization that 
has become active supranationally. The alliance building among national or international NGOs and 
social movements is aimed at the mobilization of symbolic or material recourses, such as the 
financing of projects, or the recognition of their legitimacy (ibid., 5-6). 

Throughout my research I was able to identify different forms of climate justice activism in Santa 
Barbara on different levels that mirror the process of transnationalization described by Della Porta 
and Tarrow.

On the local level: The ballot initiative Measure P was a county-wide initiative. It can be considered as 
local activism because it was solely aimed at Santa Barbara County. Furthermore, the protests 
regarding the Refugio oil spill in Santa Barbara can be considered as local-level activism. However, 
the activism regarding a fracking ban in Santa Barbara County plays in with the wider struggle 
against the fossil fuel industry. Rebecca Claassen and Max Golding have both been very entrenched 
on the local level by trying to ban fracking in the county. However, by being part of the 350.org 
network, they also connect to higher levels. The attempt to ban fracking city-, county- or state-wide 
has already taken place in other parts of the US. As there is no nation-wide ban on fracking, the 
activists try to fight the problem on the local level and achieve a domino effect. The local anti-
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fracking activism can be understood as a process of internalization, because the global problem of 
climate change that is increased by unconventional methods of fossil fuel extraction, is not 
sufficiently addressed on the supranational level and therefore, activists take action on the local level. 
Beside local risks of fracking that predominantly concern the health and water of local communities, 
fracking is also a global issues because it is a means of the further extraction of fossil fuels that are 
going to be burned and subsequently lead to the increase of CO2 emissions that exacerbate climate 
change. 

On the state level: Activists from Santa Barbara participated at the March for real Climate Leadership in 
Oakland, California. With the participation of Santa Barbara activists, the local CJM in Santa Barbara 
connects to the state level. While trying to ban fracking on the local level, in their own county, the 
activists also engage at the state level to achieve a state-wide ban on fracking that would also include 
Santa Barbara County. Moreover, Arlo Bender-Simon and Emily Williams are both part of the 
California Student Sustainability Coalition (CSSC) which is a state-wide organization. By being active 
in Santa Barbara as part of CSSC, they connect the local struggle to the state level. 

On the national level: Banning fracking state-wide in California is further connected to the national 
fight against the Keystone XL pipeline. The struggle against the extraction of oil from Canada’s tar 
sands is connected to the struggle against fracking, because both target the fossil fuel industry for 
pursuing new technologies to extract oil and gas from increasingly inaccessible and hazardous 
locations. The climate justice activists want to stop fossil fuel extraction in general because it will 
subsequently lead to the burning of the fuels and the emission of more greenhouse gases. The fight 
against the fossil fuel industry is also mirrored in the Fossil Free Divestment Campaign that is taking 
place on the transnational level. Colleges, universities, cities, counties, religious institutions, foundations, 
and other institutions in the USA, in Europe, New Zealand, Australia, and Canada have already 
divested from fossil fuels (Fossil Free, Divestment Commitments 2015). Having a divestment 
campaign in Santa Barbara connects the local climate movement to the bigger struggle of the climate 
justice movement against the fossil fuel industry. The divestment campaign can be considered as 
diffusion in transnational collective action because the idea and practice of divestment as a strategy 
of the movement is spread across national borders. The 350.org network plays an important part in 
spreading the idea of divestment and providing collective action frames for the local campaigns. 

The divestment campaign is not truly global, as the campaign predominantly exists in countries of 
the Global North. Theo LeQuesne explains: 

It’s definitely more in the western countries, and that’s because western countries tend to be 
the ones that have the money to divest.… Part of the idea of the divestment campaign is 
that it is a solidarity campaign because it’s raising awareness that the fossil fuel industry is 
carrying out these abuses of human rights, typically in places of lowest income, typically in 
places where there’s high numbers of people of color. And also, it’s the people who are 
going to suffer most from climate change first, are those who have done least to cause it. 
And these are all things that we try to get across through the divestment messaging 
(LeQuesne interview). 

Regarding the global level of the movement, John claims: 
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My activism now is on several levels, it’s particularly however, on the global level, as a 
scholar activist, I have been to the last four UN climate summits COP17, 18, 19, and 20 in 
Durban 2011, Doha 2012, Warsaw 2013 and Lima 2014 (Foran, interview).

The International Institute of Climate Action and Theory (IICAT) Climate Justice Project can be 
considered as part of the global connection of the Santa Barbara movement. The members of the 
project went to COP19 in Warsaw and COP20 in Lima and interviewed youth activists there. With 
the activists’ participation at the COPs, transnational collective action is happening through the 
process of externalization described by Della Porta and Tarrow (2005), because the movement 
becomes active supranationally. Literature on the climate justice movement agrees that the 
movement is most visible, both internationally and in the media, during the annual UN conferences 
on climate change (Garrelts and Dietz 2004, 1; Tokar 2014, 139). 

The Conference of the Parties (COP) is the supreme decision-making body of the United Nations 
Framework Convention Climate Change (UNFCCC). Currently there are 196 Parties of the 
Convention, and therefore it has nearly universal membership. Since 1995 the COP has met annually 
and the next meeting is going to be the COP21 in Paris in December 2015; it is also at the same time 
the 11th session to the Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol (CMP11) (UNFCCC, COP 
2014). The Kyoto Protocol’s first commitment period started in 2008 and ended in 2012; during this 
period 37 industrialized countries and the European Community committed to reduce greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions by an average of five percent against 1990 levels. The second commitment 
period from 2013 to 2020, known as the Doha Amendment committed the Parties to reduce GHG 
emissions by at least 18 percent below 1990 levels; however, only certain European states have 
committed to proceed with CO2 reductions (UNFCC, Kyoto Protocol 2014).

The objective of the 2015 conference is to achieve, for the first time in over 20 years of UN 
negotiations, a binding and universal agreement on climate, from all the nations of the world. The 
overarching goal of the Convention is to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to limit the global 
temperature increase to 2 Celsius above pre-industrial levels. 

The international conferences on climate are important for the CJM because the governance 
structure provided by the United Nations helps the movement to solidify transnational networks 
and promote and diffuse discursive positions (Evans 2012, 488). According to Tarrow (2005) the 
global climate conferences have led to increasing cooperation, the identification of common 
enemies, and the framing of local demands in transnational terms (Tarrow 2005). That the climate 
conferences are important for the movement was also confirmed by the Santa Barbara activists. 
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I do see these conferences as an excellent place in which, globally, the movement can meet 
and become coherent around a set of values and set of policies they want to see in place.… 
and I think it’s a place where they become visible to the public. So the more noise we can 
make at Paris as a social movement, the better it will be in terms of creating the systemic 
change that is necessary (LeQuesne interview).

The COPs are important for the movement not in the sense that the activists expect a perfect treaty 
that is going to solve the climate crisis but in a sense that it helps the movement to get stronger. The 
interviews with the activists in Santa Barbara reveal that most of them have lost hope in the 
UNFCCC conferences to be part of the solution. Theo states:

These UNFCCC conferences are notoriously terrible. This Paris conference is said to be the 
final chance for the climate change disaster to be solved at the institutional level, and I don’t 
think that anything’s going to happen unless social movements make it happen.… it’s not 
going to be at Paris that these decisions to prevent the climate crisis (LeQuesne interview).

My analysis after going to four COPs on the inside, is that their basic use is to build the 
movement. They bring activists together and what the activists do with each other is more 
important than what impact they have on the negotiations because the negotiations have a 
logic of their own and it’s the logic of capital (Foran interview).

For the upcoming COP21 in Paris the movement is trying to “ramp up public pressure” (LeQuesne 
interview). The activists are planning big demonstrations and Emily explains that activists view Paris 
as a “movement moment” – a time for the movement to come together and make a really strong 

Image 18: Press Briefing of IICAT at COP20 in Lima, Peru. In the picture from left to right: Richard 
Widick, Michael Dorsey, John Foran, Leehi Yona, Emily Williams, Nathan Thanki
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statement about its power and then to move forward in doing significant pressuring of the national 
governments.

Foran sees a difference between Paris and Copenhagen in a sense that the movement is “more 
mature” and does not expect very much out of the negotiations. Therefore, the movement is not 
going to be disappointed or disappear because there are no high expectations for the treaty. Emily’s 
ideal outcome for the COP21 is 

for people to recognize this is a very important moment to organize around it and not to 
say, “Please pass something, you know, for us and for future generations.” Rather look at 
them and say, “we are taking our power back into our own hands and we’re going to get 
stronger after this COP. And make some big strides and doing serious change at home 
(Williams interview).

After presenting the different levels of activism, I want to focus on how the activists perceive their 
activism themselves, and if they see themselves as global or transnational activists. Tarrow (2005) 
points out transnational activists are, for the most part, not much different from their non-global 
counterparts. While they may hold transnational contacts, and from time to time engage in 
transnational conflict, they are “rooted” in local conditions and concerns and the “social networks ... 
resources, experiences, and opportunities that place provides them” (42). Tarrow acknowledges that 
cosmopolitanism and cross-border links have accelerated with the increased opportunities for 
individuals to connect and mobilize inside and outside their societies; and that there is even some 
indication that younger activists are more likely to feel attachments to the continental or global 
levels. But he does not read contemporary transnational activism as representing any sort of 
“swelling tide of history” (Tarrow 2005, 219). “Transnational activism,” he concludes, “is more like 
a series of waves that lap on an international beach, retreating repeatedly into domestic seas but 
leaving incremental changes on the shore” (ibid.). While internationalism has generated new 
opportunities for social movement actors, people are still largely motivated by issues that matter to 
them directly. This means that the farther activists get from local issues, the more work needs to be 
done to sustain public interest in their cause (Tarrow 2005).

Tarrow’s assumption that activists are still very rooted in their local struggles is mirrored in the 
statement of the Santa Barbara activist Corrie Ellis Grosse: “I am definitely one of the ones who 
wants to be involved on the ground and where I live” (Grosse interview). She thinks that “nothing is 
going to change at the global level unless we have actions on the local level.” Moreover, Arlo thinks 
that the best way he can contribute to the climate justice movement globally is by getting engaged in 
the struggles that are happening around him (Bender-Simon interview). He states: “Really getting 
engaged in what’s going on around me and realizing that by changing, even in a tiny way, Santa 
Barbara, that’s going to contribute to the larger global effort.” 

Rebecca and Max from 350.org are both mostly engaged on the local level; they are connected on a 
transnational level through 350.org but they are mostly concerned by what’s happening in the 
county. Theo has already been engaged in the Fossil Fuel Divestment campaign on two different 
continents, in the UK and now in the US. He thinks that he can best change things and contribute 
by being active on the local level. The most global activist in Santa Barbara is John Foran. He went 
to several COPs and engages in the global struggle through his internet platforms. Corrie and Emily 
also already went to the COPs; however as already noted, Corrie believes that she can contribute the 
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most on the local level and she is very rooted in her community. Emily is not as much rooted in the 
Santa Barbara community as she works for the state-wide Fossil Free campaign. 

It can be concluded that the Santa Barbara activists, as posited by Tarrow, try to reach out globally 
and have transnational networks but most of them are very concerned by what is happening on the 
local level. Still, there are activists in the CJM, like Anjali Appadurai who consider themselves as 
placeless activists and who do not feel very rooted in a place. In an interview at the COP in Warsaw 
she explains: 

A lot of us in this movement are fluid across borders. I am not based anywhere; I live in 
Vancouver, Canada but I am not like “that girl from Canada,” and I think a lot of us are like 
that in this movement, and it’s only going to grow, this generation of people who don’t 
really identify with placed-based activism.… It’s a purely leaderless, hierarchy-less, placeless 
movement – it’s non-place-based activism and I think we need this type of cross-border 
movement to work alongside community struggles (Foran, Ellis and Gray 2014, 17-19).

Therefore, there might be “true non place-based activism’ in the climate justice movement as shown 
on the example of Anjali; however most of the activists I interviewed in Santa Barbara confirm 
Tarrow’s assumption that most transnational activists connect to their local community. 

5.4.3 Globality – The North-South Divide?

On the homepage of 350.org it is claimed: “We are building a global climate movement” (350.org 
2015). My question is, how global is the movement really?

Indian environmental activist and anti-globalization author Vandana Shiva holds that 
“[g]lobalization is not a natural, evolutionary, or inevitable phenomenon, as is often argued, but 
globalization is a political process that has been forced on the weak by the powerful” (Shiva 2012, 
501). Her 2000 book Ecological Balance in an Era of Globalization was amongst the first to recognize the 
intersectional dimensions of environmental (in)justice and globalization. 

She talks about “Environmental Apartheid” in a sense that apartheid means a regime of exclusion, 
based on legislation that protects a privileged minority and excludes the majority. Under the free 
trade regime, the property of powerful corporations is protected by the state, while the property of 
ordinary citizens has no protection. Due to globalization, the control over resources is restructured 
in such a way “that the natural resources of the poor are systematically taken over by the rich, and 
the pollution of the rich is systematically dumped on the poor” (Shiva 2012:501). While the North 
contributed the most to the destruction of the environment pre-Rio, the South is now 
disproportionately bearing the environmental burden of the globalized economy. The North 
attempts to maintain its economic power and wasteful lifestyles by exporting environmental costs to 
the Third World, as resource and pollution intensive industries are relocated in the South. She views 
the emergence of new social and environmental movements as significant opposition to the passing 
of environmentally destructive legislation (Shiva 2012: 500-8). However, also within the movement 
there are some difficulties in providing a very equal structure and representation of the Global South 
and the Global North. Anjali notes: 
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It’s a massive undertaking to build a truly global Climate Justice Movement. We call 
ourselves a global movement all the time; it’s not that yet in the truest sense (Foran, Ellis 
and Gray 2014, 17). 

The Indian researcher Neera Chandhoke discusses the representativeness and accountability of 
NGOs in her article “How Global is Global Civil Society?” She highlights that most of the NGOs 
who claim to represent the interests of the South, are based in the West and thus, most NGOs do 
not represent but constitute the interests and needs of the people they want to represent by their 
political practice (Chandhoke 2012, 324-331). According to Peter Evans (2012), however, there is 
the possibility of a “counterhegemonic globalization” because the growth of transnational 
connections does not have to be linked to neoliberalism. Instead, Evans assumes that transnational 
connections can be harnessed to the construction of more equitable distributions of wealth and 
power and more socially and ecologically sustainable communities. For him “counterhegemonic 
globalization” means to detach globalization from neoliberal expansion and attach it to calls for 
radical social change.

In regards to transnational movements, it is important to consider the resources that are necessary to 
profit from the opportunities for transnational action. Transnationalization is not free – on the 
contrary, it is expensive in terms of travel, coordination, and so on, and demands scarce resources, 
not only financial but also in terms of translation and mastery of different languages, inclusion in 
international networks, and the understanding of international institutions and the stakes which are 
at play in this context. The use of communication technologies such as the Internet changes rather 
than reduces the costs of internationalization because the access to the technology is not affordable 
in particular for activists from southern countries (Agrikoliansky 2013, 3). 

Brian Doherty (2006) studied the transnational identity of Friends of the Earth International (FoEI) 
which is a transnational environmental organization consisting of autonomous groups from 71 
countries. He noticed that a division emerged in the group between those from the Global South 
and those from the Global North over the development of a common agenda in terms of strategy 
and ideology (861). Doherty claims that in many southern countries democracy still remains weak or 
non-existent and social movements are repressed or threatened by violence. Northern NGOs are 
operating in safer political contexts and their governments are usually more powerful actors on the 
international stage. Therefore, it is common for southern social movements to see northern partners 
as too close to their own governments. These differences identified by Doherty, pose a major 
obstacle to efforts to develop transnational collective identities and common action. Added to this 
are the much greater resources of most northern organizations (Doherty 2006, 861). 

Because of those divisions, some argue that a global environmental movement is still a long way off. 
However, there is transnational collective action happening and increasing further. 

Smith (2002) therefore claims: “Transnational groups have been fairly readily able to generate shared 
views of the problems they address, but they appear to face far greater challenges in articulating 
common responses to these problems” (521). 

The problems regarding the construction of a truly global movement are mirrored in the quote by 
Anjali Appadurai: 
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I think in order to have a global movement, we really need to take the Global South into 
account because the politically possible is a really privileged, developed country perspective. 
It’s hard because it’s a problem of resources and who is able to get here [to the COPs], who 
is lucky enough to get here. It’s a huge problem when you have Northern groups who are 
able to get funding to be here and Southern groups who just aren’t but really should be in 
this space. I don’t know how to go about remedying that except fundraising and looking 
into permanent funding options. It’s a strong imperative; we need those groups (Foran, Ellis 
and Gray 2014, 17-18).

Furthermore, John’s opinion is: 

There’s historical responsibility of the Global North, there’s historical responsibility of 
people who are privileged of all kinds, whether it’s class privilege or racial privilege, or 
national privilege, gender privilege. And so we have to find ways to work together on an 
egalitarian, equal basis and that’s very hard to do (Foran interview).

The climate justice movement demands environmental justice’ however within the movement there 
are also inequalities. The concept of environmental justice is based on the analysis that historically 
the most vulnerable communities have been communities of color. Therefore, “the movement has 
to, at a very minimum, include communities of color, and at a maximum, there has to be an 
exchange between all sides. A lot of people call for communities of color to lead [the movement] 
and same on the national level, the Global South should be leading” (Foran interview). According to 
John, the environmental movement in the United States is not led by white people. 

Organizations have been led by white people, but the movement itself has deep roots in 
communities of color, communities that are disadvantaged by wealth and so forth. And the 
same is true globally, if you look around the world, the global climate justice movement is 
massively not white and massively non-wealthy people. There’s probably disproportional 
leadership and participation by women. I think if you look at this movement globally in 
every way it reflects the diversity of the world’s population. The majority of the world is 
nonwhite and non-wealthy (Foran interview).

In Santa Barbara, as confirmed by the activists, the climate justice movement is predominantly 
white. Arlo takes the example from the Measure P campaign. He said, when around fifty of the 
activists came together after the Measure did not pass, they realized that they did not really reach out 
to the Latino community, which is a huge part of the county. “While the conversation was going on, 
there was not a single person in the room who was not white” (Bender-Simon interview). 

It’s disproportionately white and disproportionately middle-class, disproportionately 
university-educated people and that’s shifting slowly. If I look at my students in Sociology, 
eighty percent of them are probably women, and fifty or sixty percent of them are students 
of color. So the generation that’s coming is going to have a lot of people who will step up 
and will participate and will lead” (Foran interview). 

At the COPs, the Santa Barbara activists were able to recognize the North-South divide in the 
climate justice movement. John and Corrie report that at the COP there are fewer representatives of 
the Global South civil society present because they do not have the resources. If activists from the 
Global South come to the conference, they are first concerned about capacity building, and are 
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trying to learn about the processes of the COP. Activists from the Global North “are privileged 
students who go to private liberal arts colleges and have a really specific sophisticated anti-capitalist 
critique” (Corrie, 120). Mostly people in positions of privilege have the resources to do certain 
things and John thinks that they have to make use of those resources. “Of course, we’re talking 
about a minority of people in positions of privilege because most people in positions of privilege are 
not in this movement. They’re the problem” (John). Still, there needs to be a transfer of resources 
within the movement from the North to the South. 

An attempt to improve the inclusion of the activists from the Global South at the COP is the 
campaign Connected Voices.” Connected Voices aims to provide an effective platform by which youth 
from all countries and backgrounds are able to articulate their demands in the international climate 
arena through peer representation” (Connected Voices 2015). In 2012, around 50 countries were 
represented at COP18, leaving around 150 countries without representation. The campaign tries to 
facilitate the formation of partnerships through the distribution of resources between youth 
organizations and individuals who are privileged to attend the COP, and those who are not (ibid.).

Image 19: activists from Connected Voices at COP19 in Warsaw who are holding pictures of youth activists from the 

Global South who are not represented at the conference.

6. Conclusion

Santa Barbara has a specific oil history because of the 1969 oil spill and became a popular place for 
environmental activism. Today Santa Barbara is fighting against the fossil fuel industry in order to 
protect water and health. UCSB has an attractive offering of environmental education and facilitates 
environmental activism through already established networks. I found out that the motivation of the 
activists in Santa Barbara to get engaged in the CJM can be traced back to their grievances, especially 
with the fossil fuel industry. The concentration of grievances on the fossil fuel industry and 
campaigns such as the divestment campaign makes movement participation attractive for the 
activists because they have a common goal and can see the efficacy of their participation. 

Looking at emotions as a motivational factor, I found out that emotions play a role in movement 
mobilization and can reinforce activists’ motivation. Among the interviewees, however, emotions 
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were not the predominant indicator for motivation expressed throughout the interviews. Moreover, 
identity plays a role for movement participation because the activists are looking for personal 
fulfillment and meaning in life. Collective identity is also influential because activists feel connected 
to their community and identify with the movement and develop a collective group identity.

In the CJM competing ideologies are creating a divide between the radical side that wants to re-make 
power outside of the current system, and the moderate side that believes that climate justice is 
possible within established power relations. In Santa Barbara activists try to overcome those divides 
and work together. They are motivated in ideological terms as they want to take responsibility as 
privileged, white US-citizens to get engaged because others face extra burdens.

The strategies and collective actions of the CJM in Santa Barbara are diverse, ranging from measures 
of direct democracy and peaceful demonstrations to civil disobedience. Collective actions are guided 
by the principle of adding a positive alternative to the perceived grievances, which is called political 
culture of creation. The movement tries to build networks and alliances among different struggles 
that are all part of climate justice. In terms of the organization of the CJM, the movement can be 
considered as part of the process of transnational collective action. Santa Barbara activism takes 
place on different levels and the local struggles against the fossil fuel industry connect to the state, 
national, transnational, and global levels. A global connection of the local movement is created 
through attendance at the annual UN climate conferences that are an important place to build a 
global movement. Regarding the North-South divide it is apparent that there are major inequalities 
between the Global South and the Global North in terms of historical responsibility for the climate 
crisis and climate change mitigation. The movement tries to fill the gap but also struggles with 
internal inequalities and missing representation of non-white community members. 

In order to build a truly global movement the global justice movement needs to further connect and 
build alliances and networks across borders and struggles. A starting point could be on the local level 
like in Santa Barbara by trying to reach out to disadvantaged communities and also trying to include 
their concerns in the struggle for climate justice.
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