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Abstract
Context – Our climate is changing – visibly and likely irreversibly. Living in a risk society,
people are confronted with all sorts of climate-related emotions such as climate anxiety,
ecological grief, and anger at the neoliberal system. At the same time, as the public is realizing
that current climate governance structures are insufficient to avert a global environmental
crisis, more and more people are resorting to forms of activism that go beyond verbal
protesting, such as civil disobedience.
Purpose – In recent years, there has been an emotional turn in practice theory, which
suggests that social movements might be driven by the emotional experiences of activists.
However, the subjective nature of emotions renders it difficult, if not impossible, to create an
objective account of this phenomenon. Using Extinction Rebellion Wageningen as a case
study, this thesis attempts to gain phenomenological insight into the interplay between
emotions and social practices among environmental civil disobedience activists.
Method – The design of this thesis is based on the approach of hermeneutic phenomenology,
making use of participant observation and the interviews of civil disobedience activists. I have
joined Extinction Rebellion Wageningen to capture and analyze the lived experience of
participating in the practices of the movement, and to investigate how emotions are
interlinked with these practices.
Originality/value – Social movement research has hardly considered how NVDA (non-violent
direct action) activists experience being part of a movement; this deserves more attention.
This research aims to support bridging the gap between practice theory and emotional
sociology in regard to environmental civil disobedience movements. The hermeneuticphenomenological approach of this thesis attempts to comprehend the meaning of activism
from a first-person perspective, granting importance to the role of emotions in understanding
activist practices. On an empirical level, this can help better understand what drives the
actions and motivations of civil disobedience activists and facilitate a better dialogue
between climate activists and policymakers.
Keywords – civil disobedience, climate crisis, emotions, practice theory, phenomenology
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1 Introduction
1.1 Problem description
In the face of the climate crisis, an ever-growing number of activists is joining environmental
groups such as Extinction Rebellion, a decentralized international movement resorting to
nonviolent civil disobedience in the fight for systemic change (XR Netherlands, 2020; Stuart
et al., 2020; Somerville, 2020). With the increasingly effective mobilization of social groups
possible in the Information Age, the importance of understanding activist movements has
arguably grown considerably. A popular approach to describing social movements is practice
theory (e.g., Ollis, 2011; Curnow, 2014), which focuses on the embodied practices of activist
groups that mediate between the individual activist and larger social structures. That humans
are not the perfectly rational beings some economists would like us to believe, is becoming
widely accepted. In recent years, practice theory has been seeing an emotional turn: How
affect influences human behavior is becoming better understood and more practice theorists
are acknowledging emotions in their models, going as far as to say that they might be the
driver of social practices (Weenink and Spaargaren, 2016). Nevertheless, Martiskainen et al.
(2020) found that the more “human, emotional, epistemic, and seemingly mundane aspects”
of environmental movements still deserve more attention in the social sciences. While
previous research has extensively considered the structure and moral justification of civil
disobedience movements (e.g., Madsen, 2018; Kyllönen 2014; Züger 2013), the experience
of emotions in environmental civil disobedience movements and their social practices have
been scarcely explored. Although the number of people arguing for more radical forms of
environmental activism is growing considerably (Lemons and Brown, 2011), little is thus still
known about emotions in environmental activist groups. The question arising from this
knowledge gap is how this phenomenon should be analyzed. Being subjective experiences,
emotions cannot be objectively related to movement practices, which is problematic for a
scientific method aiming for (but never reaching) universal truth. By exploring phenomena
from a first-person perspective, however, lived experience research might serve as a useful
tool to understand the role of emotions in climate activist practices. This thesis seeks to
explore how environmental civil disobedience activists experience their movement’s
practices, and how emotions tie into this experience.

1.2 The case: Extinction Rebellion Wageningen
The link between climate change and emotions becomes apparent when considering Beck’s
(1992) concept of a ‘risk society’, which describes how society is responding to the risks
posed by modernization (Beck, 1992). Among the most threatening risks is undoubtedly that
of climate change – if our rate of CO2 emissions is not reduced immediately, an increase in
global temperatures by 2 degrees Celsius by 2100 is possible, which could result in a rise in
sea levels, irreversible damage to ecosystems, biodiversity losses, and an increased
probability of extreme weather events (IPCC, 2018).As a result, this could destabilize and
significantly disrupt existing socio-economic systems.
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It has been argued that the mainstream approaches to solving climate issues – sustainable
development and ecological modernization with their focus on technological progress and
capital growth – are insufficient (Dylan, 2012; St’ahel, 2019). Critics of sustainable
development argue that a systemic change is needed in order to remain under the 2-degree
increase in global temperatures. The only way to overcome the climate crisis appears to be
to reconsider our relationship with the environment and stop viewing our planet as a resource
to be exploited by the private sector (Bookchin, 1971). Neoliberal governance has been
widely criticized for contributing to inequality and the destruction of the planet, primarily
benefitting the private sector of the global North (e.g., Dylan, 2012; Springer, 2016; St’ahel,
2019). Therefore, the solving of environmental issues is hindered by the dominance of
neoliberal market-based solutions (Dylan, 2012; Springer, 2016). In a risk society, people are
increasingly preoccupied with the limits of technical solutions, realizing that they are
sometimes not the solution but the cause of our environmental problems. To the public, this
high risk of a global environmental crisis and governance failure are becoming increasingly
obvious and there is an emerging narrative of a “climate crisis” or “climate emergency”, which
is accompanied by the emergence of environmental movements (Bevan et al., 2020).
The voices demanding the end of corporate environmental exploitation are getting louder as
people are beginning to feel individually responsible for addressing the flaws of our system.
As a civil response to neoliberal governance, problems such as climate change are
increasingly addressed by grassroots organizations and individual self-governance (Esteves,
2020; Cossman, 2013). The use of civil disobedience in social movements is not new, with
the idea of social justice having its roots in the civil rights movement (Black et al., 2016;
Galvin, 2020). Many social scientists argue that such non-violent direct action (NVDA)
movements play an important and effective role in addressing climate change and
delegitimizing the government – and that they can indeed bring about structural change
(Lemons and Brown, 2011; Gould and Moe, 2012; Stuart et al., 2020; Death, 2020). One of
the biggest of these movements is Extinction Rebellion (XR), which, within only two years,
has mobilized millions of people angry at their country’s climate inaction (Martiskainen et al.,
2020). Now, they are raising their voices and blame their governments for being
untransparent, not acting fast enough, and not caring about the concerns of citizens (XR
Netherlands, 2020; Weymouth et al., 2020; Mattheis, 2020; Somerville, 2020). Thus, as the
distrust of the risk society in technical and governmental solutions grows, the importance of
civil disobedience movements increases.
Members of Extinction Rebellion, referred to as rebels, are trying to disrupt ‘business as
usual’ in the fight against the status quo through non-violent direct action (XR Netherlands,
2020). The movement started in London in 2018 and has since grown into a global movement
active in 72 countries (XR Netherlands, 2020). Examples of actions are the blocking of streets
and important buildings, locking oneself to points of interest, and the illegal planting of trees
(Gunningham, 2019). The movement demands that the government (1) stops lying about the
climate crisis, (2) brings CO2 emissions down to net zero by 2025, and (3) introduces a
citizens’ assembly to allow the people to participate in climate decisions (XR Netherlands,
2020). Its rebels argue that the current system is “uncaring and destructive” and needs to be
replaced by a regenerative culture of “self-care, people care, and planet care” (Westwell and
Bunting, 2020; Casas-Cortes, 2020), which considers all living beings and tries to improve
6

their well-being (Gibbons, 2020). According to some accounts, its decentralized nature,
organized in circles without clear hierarchies, renders XR more effective than other
movements, as it is able to mobilize a high number of people (Joosse, 2007). Despite the
growing importance of civil disobedience movements, they have rarely been considered from
a practice-theoretical perspective. Particularly when considering how emotions tie into the
social practices of NVDA movements, there is a significant knowledge gap which this thesis
aims to address using the Wageningen branch of Extinction Rebellion as a case study.
Wageningen is a Dutch student city with roughly 40,000 inhabitants and over 12,000
students. Considering the high number of students per capita, Wageningen University &
Research (WUR) can be expected to play an important role in the environmental governance
of the city. Therefore, XR Wageningen consists of students whose actions primarily target the
university, accusing it of greenwashing, not being transparent about funding, and being
influenced by the private sector (XR Wageningen, 2020). Since XR is a relatively new
movement, little is known about the role that emotions play in its community of practices.
Since the practices of different XR branches are likely to differ from each other, considering
a specific case can help gain in-depth insights into how practice theoretical accounts of
social movements and emotions unfold in the real world.

1.3 Research aim and research questions
This thesis attempts to capture the lived experiences of activists in order to better understand
the relationship between social practices and affective experiences of civil disobedience
movements. On the theoretical side, it aims to support bridging the gap between practice
theory and emotional sociology in regard to environmental civil disobedience movements.
Using a hermeneutic-phenomenological approach, this thesis strives to understand the
meaning of activism from a first-person perspective. On an empirical level, this can help
better understand what drives the actions of civil disobedience activists. By using a specific
case study, the thesis aims to gain a better understanding of how activists experience the
practices of their movement, and how emotions tie into this experience. This could help the
public better understand the actions and motivations of civil disobedience activists and thus
contribute to more inclusive forms of climate governance. Consequently, it could be used to
inform policymakers about the importance of paying attention to civil disobedience actions.
Phenomenological research is highly subjective and particular to the specific group studied;
therefore, the specific experiences of individuals lead to findings that are not easily
generalized. I do not claim that the connections between emotions and practices identified
in this thesis can be generalized to all social movements. Rather, this thesis is an attempt to
show that granting more attention to emotions in future works of practice theory can be
worthwhile and that their relationship should be further explored.
Resulting from the knowledge gaps which have been described in this first chapter, a few
key objectives have been identified, which this thesis will try to address by answering the
research questions listed below. The objectives are as follows:
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1) To describe the community of practice of Extinction Rebellion, including its civil
disobedience practices as well as organizational practices such as recruitment,
learning, and communication.
2) To capture the emotional lived experience of the practices of Extinction Rebellion.
3) To reflect on the relevance of emotions in civil disobedience movements for
policymaking.
Research questions
In order to reach the objectives, the following research question and underlying subquestions have been formulated: “What is the relationship between emotions and social
practices in an environmental civil disobedience movement?”
1) What are the practices adopted by the activists of Extinction Rebellion, including civil
disobedience but also organizational practices such as recruitment, learning, and
communication?
2) How are emotions related to the practices of Extinction Rebellion as experienced by
its activists?
3) What is the relevance of relating emotions to social practices for policymaking?
In this first chapter, the research problem and case have been introduced and the research
questions defined. The steps towards answering these questions are as follows: Chapter 2
will establish the theoretical framework of this thesis. Chapter 3 will explain the research
design and methodology used. The findings will then be presented and discussed in relation
to relevant theory in chapters 4 and 5, respectively, which will then be used to form
conclusions to the research questions.
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2 Theoretical framework
For this thesis, I rely on several concepts which can be helpful in analyzing the practices of
environmental civil disobedience movements. The main approach of this research to activist
practices and emotions is hermeneutic phenomenology, which will focus on the subjective
emotional experiences of XR practices of environmental activists. Hermeneutic
phenomenology suggests the use of a relatively lean theoretical framework, if a framework is
used at all, as it tries to capture the lived experiences in their essence, rather than trying to
understand them through a theoretical lens. The two main concepts to be combined are
practice theory and sociology of emotions. Practice theory tries to understand communities
by focusing on their social practices. This can be useful for uncovering the internalized
behavior of activists and how they, as a group, develop a shared identity. Sociology of
emotions suggests that embodied emotions are crucial in explaining human behavior and
larger social structures, and that they should therefore be included in a social practices
approach. Hermeneutic phenomenology also denies the possibility of removing all
presuppositions from the phenomenon to be studied, which is why the results have been put
into a context I frequently use to interpret the world: The notion of a risk society characterized
by reflexive modernization highlights that environmental civil disobedience movements are
communities anxious and emotional about climate change and responding to a visible climate
risk.

2.1 Practice theory
Hards (2011) stresses that both social-psychological and sociological insights can be useful
for analyzing environmental movements. While social psychologists primarily focus on the
individual, sociologists place more emphasis on social structures. Since both play a role in
explaining behavior and when analyzing activist groups, one should consider the practices
which mediate between social structures and individual agents (Hards, 2011). Nicolini (2012)
highlights the common aspects of most practice theories: The main notion is that the social
world should not only be analyzed on the individual or the system level, but also explained
through the practices which people engage in (Nicolini, 2012). While individuals are granted
some agency, the focus is on the practices themselves which are experienced and shared,
and require specific forms of knowledge (Nicolini, 2012). The individual will adopt reflexive
routine behavior and internalize the practices over time by repeatedly interacting within the
group. This means that the group’s practices will be internalized and repeated. Similar to a
guitar player memorizing the positions of the fingers on the fretboard, they are internalizing a
‘feel for the game’ (Bourdieu, 1977). Practice theory thus especially considers the importance
of the physical body, often regarding human behavior to be part of embodied routine actions,
which are subconsciously internalized and repeated by individuals as they begin to identify
with the groups they belong to (Nicolini, 2012).
The most commonly used practice theoretical approach to activism is that of the community
of practice (e.g., Ollis, 2011; Curnow, 2014). Lave and Wenger (1991) came up with this model
which specifically focuses on learning. Wenger et al. (2002) define communities of practice
as
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“[…] groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion
about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by
interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002, p. 4).
Humans are considered to be social beings who spend their whole lives learning as part of
different communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Meaning is jointly constructed by
the members of a community of practice, who engage with each other and participate in the
communal learning processes. Newcomers to a community of practice start as outsiders,
engaging in legitimate peripheral participation (Curnow, 2014). They learn the rules of the
game, and eventually become insiders who have mastered the dominating practices and
shape their development (Lave and Wenger, 1991). They learn what it means to become a
member of the community of practice and feel a strong sense of identity, understanding what
it means and why it is worthwhile to be part of the group (Lave and Wenger, 1991).
Communities of practice connect their different members and their actions, and overlap with
other communities of practice, taking up an important place in the lives of humans (Lave and
Wenger, 1991).
This thesis thus considers Extinction Rebellion as a community of practice. Through learning
about climate action and working towards their goal, practice theory suggests that activists
develop a common set of ideas, norms, and behaviors. Ultimately, by sharing experiences
and engaging in the same social practices, they will gain a shared sense of group identity
and a feeling of belonging to the community (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002, p. 5). New
recruits of a movement are interested in the cause and, initially as outsiders, join its activities
and learn about the different practices of the community, as well as effective communal
disobedience actions for political change. Over time, the recruits will acquire skills and
knowledge shared by the community, and increasingly identify with the movement (Ollis,
2011). This will shape the movement as a whole, both in its everyday and activist practices,
affecting how the members interact with each other and how they engage in activism (Ollis,
2011). The everyday experiences of activists, such as how they recruit new members, interact
with each other during and outside of meetings, and carry out civil disobedience, have not
yet been related to Extinction Rebellion (at least at the time of writing this thesis – since XR
is a new movement, I expect this to change in the near future). Therefore, a significant
knowledge gap exists which this thesis attempts to address.

2.2 Sociology of emotions
There is strong evidence that the increased awareness of climate risk can affect the emotional
state of individuals (Clayton, 2020; Usher et al., 2019; Panu, 2020). A literature review of
Clayton (2020) shows that the mere awareness of the imminence of climate change can affect
people’s well-being and bring up strong emotions. This can evoke feelings of anger, and
ecological grief, and climate anxiety, a “chronic fear of environmental doom” (Clayton et al.,
2017, p. 68). The younger generation appears to suffer especially from climate emotions, as
it will inherit the planet eventually and will have to live with the consequences of the choices
of previous generations (Clayton, 2020). Often wrongly assumed to be uninformed about and
indifferent to politics, the youth is usually excluded from environmental governance, which
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can exacerbate their climate emotions even further (MacKay et al., 2020). This can lead to an
even further increasing distrust in the government and its ability to sufficiently deal with
climate change (Cossman, 2013). In the context of Beck’s risk society, learning about climate
change can imbue people with feelings of radical uncertainty, making them aware that their
understanding of the current system is false and that all existing practices must be
questioned if the climate crisis is to be averted (Clayton, 2020).
For a long time, the social sciences ignored the role emotions play in shaping human
interactions. Previously, emotions had been widely regarded as the polar opposite of reason,
a subconscious force which the rational subject had to subdue and control (Heaney, 2011).
Since the beginning of the 21st century, however, there has been an increase in the interest
in emotions, which are now considered to be crucial in determining human behavior in social
groups and the emergence of power structures (Heaney, 2011). To study civil disobedience
movements, one should therefore not ignore the field of emotional sociology, which suggests
that a particular emphasis should be placed on embodied emotions. Moving away from
representational approaches to emotions, a practice-theoretical account of civil
disobedience activism considers emotions as experienced by the activists, rather than
making general observations which apply to the entire movement. Especially when
considering the subjective nature of emotions, focusing on the individual activists and how
they experience their community of practice can shed light on the importance of emotions in
mass-scale civil disobedience movements. Laketa (2016) suggests that embodied emotions
are innately interwoven with our daily practices and that they both produce and are produced
by the socio-political landscape in a given field. As individuals interact with the group within
their communities of practice, they develop capital: an emotional ‘feel for the game’, which
becomes embodied in emotional practices which in turn reproduce the community of practice
(Heaney 2019). Therefore, social practices are affect-laden, and the role of emotions should
be considered in a practice theory approach.
One attempt to bring emotions into the field of social practices has been made by Weenink
and Spaargaren (2016), who define emotions as follows:
“Emotions are negative and positive valences that move people into action,
including thought. […] Emotions are what matters to us, what we care about.
Emotions therefore move us, quite literally.” (Weenink and Spaargaren, 2016,
p. 11)
The authors argue that emotions are what navigates individuals through the plethora of
practices. They emphasize that there is a bidirectional relationship between practices and
emotions, as emotions influence the specific actions and practices an agent chooses, while
practices influence which emotions will be felt by the agent (Weenink and Spaargaren, 2016).
Emotions are also important for activist communities of practices, as they are the drivers of
learning, shaping the desire of members to acquire new skills and become better at what
they do (Ollis, 2008). People joining an activist group often share similar emotions and through
this feel connected to the cause (Kluttz and Walter, 2018). Lupton (2013) shows that there is
also a connection between emotion and risk. Risks can change how humans perceive the
world, but at the same time, emotions can change how we perceive risks. This could be
important when analyzing civil disobedience movements, whose members are reacting in
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controversial ways to a global risk they perceive, possibly influenced by strong emotions.
Indeed, especially in a neoliberal context, emotions appear to be crucial in the mobilization
of social movements (Benski & Langman, 2013). In order to engage in more radical forms of
activism, one needs the motivation to do so, which according to the authors, stems from
emotional processes guiding rational judgments (Benski & Langman, 2013). If this turned out
to be true, this would render rational choice theory, which the neoliberal approach to
economics is based on, obsolete and highlight the importance of emotions when considering
politics and social movements.
Emotional sociology has also influenced the theory on new social movements, which are a
direct response to the post-industrial capitalist system and address social issues that can be
found in a neoliberal context (Buechler, 2013). These movements, such as the animal rights,
Black Lives Matter, or environmentalist movements, are not rooted in class-based issues but
are more diverse, focusing on more specific issues. Unlike previous assumptions that
resource mobilization is based on rational principles, theory suggests that emotions play a
larger role in many of the current global movements and should not be underestimated
(Goodwin et al., 2001). Protesting for the same cause, and spending time with other activists
with similar beliefs and experiences can make the activists feel a sense of collective identity
(Heaney, 2011) and result in a much higher emotional investment (Buechler, 2013). Many new
social movements are innately emotional and manage to make its members care about the
cause they are fighting for. Applying this to environmental civil disobedient movements might
explain why so many people are drawn towards them. Therefore, exploring the lived
experience of emotions could provide a valuable addition to the research of environmental
civil disobedience movements.

2.3 Risk society and reflexive modernization
According to Beck (1992), we are becoming increasingly aware of the risks we are facing and
realize that science and technology are not always the solution to our problems, but
sometimes the cause of the problems in the first place. Society is becoming increasingly
individualized, which is why people, more than ever before, have to make their own life
choices by weighing different options and calculating the risk that comes with them (Beck,
1992). For the first time in human history, we are confronted with our own limitations and with
the inescapable risks brought about by modernization, such as climate change and nuclear
disasters. We are losing trust in the sciences and experts which cannot provide us with
certainty anymore and are suspicious of the government always knowing what is best for us.
This results in the emancipation of the individuals as they start to question taken-for-granted
practices and authorities, which scholars refer to as reflexive modernization (Beck et al.,
1994).
In our society of manufactured risk, rising individualism and globalization are causing clear
distinctions between the macro- and micro-levels to become blurred (Giddens, 1991).
Increasingly, global events such as climate change are considered from a personal
perspective in what Giddens calls life politics (Giddens, 1991). Lifestyles are becoming more
individualistic as agents constantly reevaluate existing practices and respond to the
pressures of global risks. They seek self-actualization and group identity by choosing
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appropriate lifestyles connected to global developments, responding to the emotions they
experience as a result of the visible risk. In turn, the new practices resulting from the new life
politics are reshaping social structures and society as a whole. For instance, the primacy of
the nation state is challenged, as can be seen by the emergence of international institutions,
such as the WTO, but also in the emergence of new social movements. Over the course of
the 20th century, politics appears to have become increasingly informal as new social
movements are actively opposing the actions of their governments.
Beck (1992) also shows how this rising individualism brings about feelings of anxiety since
people are made aware of risks they did not perceive before. This anxiety about risks, such
as climate anxiety, is crucial for analyzing social movements: It drives the way in which people
interested in a cause form a movement, as it is what "join[s] them together and which moves
them, divides them or fuses them" (Beck, 1992, p. 49). In the context of a risk society, it is
thus important not to think of social movements and climate emotions as separate concepts
but consider how they relate to each other. Therefore, this deserves more attention, since as
of now, no research has related Beck’s risk society to the civil disobedience of Extinction
Rebellion or, more particularly, the emotional lived experience of XR activists.

2.4 Hermeneutic phenomenology
Hermeneutic phenomenology has served as the main methodology for this thesis.
Phenomenology attempts to understand a phenomenon through the exploration from a firstperson perspective. The term was coined by Edmund Husserl (1970), who believed that
phenomena could only be truly comprehended by those who experienced them. Through
phenomenological reduction or “bracketing”, he suggested that the researcher should rid
herself of all held assumptions about a phenomenon and focus solely on its conscious
experience, peeling away all presuppositions before arriving at an understanding of the
essence of the phenomenon (Husserl, 1970). Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology was
later disputed by his student, Martin Heidegger, who challenged the idea that
presuppositionless understanding was possible. Heidegger was interested in the relationship
between people and their lifeworld, emphasizing that humans are always already situated in
the world and interpret the world from their subjective background (Heidegger, 1988).
Heidegger considered it impossible for someone to step out of this background and reflect
on the world without presuppositions. Therefore, uninterpreted phenomena were an
oxymoron, as their conscious experience will always be put into context and can never be
separated from the individual’s lifeworld (Heidegger, 1988).
Hermeneutic phenomenology tries to uncover the meaning of what people consciously
experience in their daily lives. In the most basic sense, it refers to the interpretation of a kind
of experience by relating it to a relevant context. It considers people’s lived experience of the
studied phenomenon, which is continuously contextualized within the individual’s lifeworld.
In doing this, it attempts to capture the essence of the phenomenon by analyzing what was
consciously and subjectively experienced (Teherani et al., 2015). Therefore, there is
commonly a lot of emphasis on letting things (or people) speak for themselves, considering
the phenomenon from the perspective of those who experienced it and making their voices
heard (Lester, 1999). Furthermore, hermeneutic phenomenology acknowledges that the
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researcher also can never escape her own lifeworld and thus cannot be without bias. It is
suggested that the researcher’s experience should instead be used to guide her investigation,
requiring the reflection on the studied phenomenon while simultaneously reflecting on her
own subjectivity and held preconceptions that could have influenced the research (Moran,
2000). As a result, the researcher should be a visible part of the research, rejecting the notion
that unbiased and neutral social science is possible, and embracing her role as an interested
participant in the field (Lester, 1999).
The most important assumptions of hermeneutic phenomenology have been summarized by
Boss et al. (1996) as:
1. Meaning and knowing are social constructions, always incomplete and
developing.
2. The investigator is a part of the experience being studied and the
investigator's values play a role in the investigation.
3. Bias is inherent in all research and should be articulated at the beginning.
4. Participants and investigators share knowledge and are partners.
5. Common forms of expression (e.g., words or art) are important.
6. Meanings may not be shared by everyone.
Few researchers have combined the study of social practices with hermeneutic
phenomenology. However, Schatzki (2017) shows the inevitable connection between
phenomenology and practice theory. He argues that experiences happen whenever
individuals perceive a phenomenon; perception can be considered a form of action, which in
turn is one of the components of social practices. Therefore, experiences and practices are
inseparable, and studying experiences can help better understand the meaning of social
practices (Schatzki, 2017). The author also emphasizes that emotions are experiences, which
in turn should be considered a component of social practices as well. As emotions and other
experiences have been widely ignored in previous practice approaches, he recommends that
the combination of post-Heideggerian phenomenology and practice theory can be valuable
for capturing a comprehensive account of human being (Schatzki, 2017).
For this thesis, hermeneutic phenomenology has been used to gain a deeper understanding
of the participants’ direct experiences of the social practices of Extinction Rebellion. I have
attempted to capture how the rebels of XR Wageningen experience being part of the
movement, and what engaging in its practices means to them. This can serve as a powerful
tool for understanding what drives people’s actions and motivations, and for helping to
challenge prominent beliefs such as that emotions have no place in a theory of social
practices. In line with the hermeneutic phenomenological approach, this has been done
through the identification of common themes among the emotional and practice-related
experiences of XR rebels (see chapter 4), which have then been related to their wider social
context as well as some of my own experiences (see chapter 5).
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Figure 1: Research Framework

The above figure shows the research framework. Using Extinction Rebellion Wageningen as
a case study, this thesis has used hermeneutic phenomenology as an approach to
understanding the interplay between social practices and emotions in environmental civil
disobedience movements. The results of the case study have been interpreted in the context
of my own lived experience and then critically discussed and related to existing literature.
The arrows between the three research levels highlight the interconnectedness between the
studied concepts, the case, and the nature of the methodology used: they influence each
other and thus cannot be clearly separated.
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3 Research design
This thesis has adopted a participatory research design based on hermeneutic
phenomenology, analyzing the personal experiences of XR Wageningen rebels. It contains a
qualitative study of the lived experience of the rebels based on 22 semi-structured interviews,
the findings of which have been provided in the results section (chapter 4) along with my
personal experiences made during my time with XR. This will then be reflected on and related
to existing research in the discussion (chapter 5).

3.1 Semi-structured interviews and photo journal
The purpose of the semi-structured interviews was to capture the biographic histories and
personal experiences of other people within Extinction Rebellion, as well as the related
emotions they were experiencing. According to Burns (2015), interviews can be used in
several ways, tailored to the specific requirements of the research, to collect data from a
studied group. Semi-structured interviews were ideal for this type of research, as they
allowed me to ask similar questions to all participants and thus paint a detailed picture of the
practices of XR Wageningen, while at the same time leaving the flexibility to go in-depth into
individual experiences and insights (Burns, 2015). Many people of XR Wageningen showed
interest in the research, which is why participants were selected based on convenience
sampling and many of the active members were interviewed. The 22 interviewees mostly
consisted of members of my affinity group, whom I got to know personally and who were
among the most active XR members in Wageningen. Additionally, I asked the participants for
suggestions of other people I could interview to get a broader sample beyond my own affinity
group.
One of the most important requirements for the interviews was that the anonymity of the
participants would be ensured. Burns (2015) suggests that ideally, camera or audio
recordings should be used to capture interviews. Upon request from many of the rebels I
interviewed, I decided to leave out any demographic details of the participants, as this could
easily be cross-referenced and used to discover the identity of those who have broken laws
for Extinction Rebellion and have chosen to remain anonymous. Instead, the study focuses
exclusively on the rebels’ experiences of the practices of XR Wageningen. The structure of
the interviews was relatively loosely defined, as I wanted to give the participants room to
explore their own experiences and share what they were comfortable talking about. However,
most participants were asked about similar topics, including recruitment, the organization,
activist relationships, civil disobedience, emotions, a regenerative culture, and the impact on
the personal lives of the activists. A detailed interview guide can be found in appendix A.
Participants were asked to describe in detail the emotions they experienced during specific
moments and interactions with the community of practice. As a result of the loose structure,
the interviews felt a lot like dynamic conversation, with most participants sharing personal
stories about their time with XR, to which I would respond naturally and emotionally, rather
than formally, which helps the participants deal with potential trauma (Bergold & Thomas,
2012). To prevent them from giving obvious answers they thought might have been expected
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from them, the interviewees were not confronted with predetermined definitions of emotions
and practices. Instead, they were asked to describe themselves how they felt while engaging
in different practices, which I then categorized into different emotions in the analysis.
However, since emotions are deeply personal and subjective, and a lot of information would
get lost in paraphrasing, many of the experiences have been provided as direct quotes. As
quotes directly convey someone’s experiences, this reduces the possibility of
misrepresenting or distorting the findings, in line with the phenomenological approach, and
lets the participants speak for themselves (Bergold & Thomas, 2012).. This allows for the
inclusion of groups typically underrepresented in, or even excluded from, the generation of
scientific knowledge (Bergold & Thomas, 2012).
To better highlight the embodied nature of emotions in the disobedience practices of XR
Wageningen, a series of photos capturing the physical elements of the community (cf. Burns,
2015) has been included in the results section. The photos were selected because they
supported the findings and gave a visual representation of the experiences I shared with the
other rebels.
To triangulate the data (Burn, 2015), rather than only relying on interviews, another form of
data collection has been incorporated into this thesis. In addition to the experiences of the
activists, I joined Extinction Rebellion myself to see it from a different, personal perspective.

3.2 Activist participant observation
First and foremost, I intended to let the rebels speak for themselves about their experiences.
However, the phenomenological approach also encourages me to bring my own perspective
into this thesis, both as an activist and a researcher, to provide additional insight and to
highlight how my personal biases have influenced the research. Aiken et al. (2017) suggest
that for climate activist research, a participative approach is the most suitable method. This
can help uncover the lived experience of a community, highlight policy needs, and
understand values and meaning shared by the members (Aiken et al., 2017). So far, very little
participatory research has been conducted on recent environmental movements, and even
less so on civil disobedient movements. For understanding the role emotions play in civil
disobedience practices, getting a personal experience might thus prove to be very valuable,
and could allow for a better application of social movement theories to a specific community.
Therefore, in order to better understand how first-hand experience can be useful in social
movement research, my own experiences of my time with XR have been used to complement
and interpret the interview results. According to Hamm (2015), the value of such participatory
approaches to activism has been severely underestimated by researchers. Therefore, during
my fieldwork, I became a member of an affinity group of XR Wageningen, a small group of
people who know each other intimately, develop a high level of trust, and carry out actions
together. As a result, I spent time with a relatively fixed group of people, got to know them
personally, and participated in meetings, general assemblies, workshops, online interactions,
and civil disobedience actions. This helped me understand important practices of the
organization and to form a deeper bond with the members of the group. Additionally, direct
participation in a community of practices enabled me to develop relevant competencies, such
17

as the specific language used by activists, and helped to better interpret the findings (Bergold
& Thomas, 2012). Perhaps more importantly, however, developing an intimate relationship
with the participants allowed for the creation of a necessary “safe space” (Bergold and
Thomas, 2012), which gave them the opportunity to share their thoughts and emotions
without having to fear judgment when discussing critical topics. To capture my own
interaction with the movement, I kept track of my own experiences and emotions in a field
diary, which allowed me to order my thoughts and relate them to the experiences shared by
rebels (Hamm, 2015). The participatory approach has allowed for the exploration of and
reflection on my own emotional development while interacting and becoming part of XR
Wageningen. It has also allowed me to gain first-hand experience of the movement, thereby
capturing the lived experience of becoming a civil disobedience activist.

3.3 Analysis
After conducting all 22 interviews, they were coded with the help of the MAXQDA 2020 coding
software (the list of codes used has been provided in appendix B). After a thorough analysis,
seven key themes emerged, which provide the structure of the results section. The findings
have been categorized into the following themes:
1) Recruitment: The motivation for participants to join XR and how they experienced
the recruitment.
2) Organization: A broad range of topics including the purpose and structure of XR, as
well as learning and communication practices.
3) Activist relationships: Thoughts on the participants’ relationships with other rebels.
4) Civil Disobedience: Experiences of civil disobedience activism and related emotions.
5) Emotions: An account of the various emotions that participants were experiencing in
relation to XR.
6) Regenerative Culture: A concept of care strongly related to emotions.
7) Personal Life: The impact of XR on the participants’ lives.
Throughout the chapter, I have also provided my own experiences with XR whenever
relevant. These experiences were captured in a field diary which was analyzed and
interpreted with the same coding scheme used to extract data from the interviews. The
following chapter will present the findings resulting from the interviews as well as my own
participation in XR. First, however, the next section will highlight some of the caveats of this
thesis, as well as an reflection on the value of lived experience research.

3.4 Caveats of the research approach
Gaining access
A potential problem when analyzing civil disobedience experiences is that interviewees might
be insincere when talking about their experiences of illegal actions. The data gained from the
interviews and direct participation was therefore only used with the explicit consent of those
involved, and all data was anonymized to protect the privacy of the activists. This was crucial
in order to improve the quality of data and the likelihood of sincere responses. However,
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gaining the trust of the participants can be difficult and if not done correctly, this can
significantly distort the results of the research. Gaining access is typically one of the most
challenging parts of participative research (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). I have already
highlighted the importance of networking within Extinction Rebellion, which is something that
did not become apparent during the interviews. For the purpose of gaining access to the
field, the researcher’s personal network and relationships with key informants will strongly
influence how easily, if at all, access can be gained (Hamm, 2015). Having had good previous
relationships with the other rebels thus significantly changes how one will experience the
movement and is even a requisite for participating in some of the actions. Many of the rebels
are in a way similar, “a bunch of misfits”, as one of the participants called them. Also, they
are primarily young, well-educated environmental sciences students aware of the climate
crisis. As an environmental policy student and activist who already knew some of the
members, it was thus no surprise that I felt at home in the movement. Gaining access was as
simple as showing up to one of the meetings, during which I expressed my interest in
conducting research on XR Wageningen, which was met with excitement by several
volunteers who already stated that they would like to be interviewed. Besides that, I rightly
managed to show that I was there not only as a researcher, but also as an activist, taking on
some higher-risk roles and getting involved in the planning and correct execution of actions.
However, a different researcher, perhaps not a student or more traditionally Dutch, shaped
by her own life experiences, most likely would have experienced the same movement
significantly differently.
Expected responses
During the interviews, in order to avoid that the participants would just tell me what they
thought I wanted to hear, I tried to ask open-ended questions with no clear answers, and
largely let the participants take the initiative to report on their experiences. I had to be aware
that describing sensitive topics such as one’s own experiences and emotions might be
difficult, especially if one is not used to talking about them. This was exacerbated by the fact
that English was not the native language of most members of XR Wageningen and that the
findings could thus have been influenced by a potential language barrier. During the
fieldwork, it was thus important to keep this in mind, be patient, and probe a lot if something
was unclear.
COVID-19 pandemic
The global coronavirus pandemic has complicated the research in some ways. Extinction
Rebellion Netherlands has gotten a lot smaller since the beginning of the pandemic, with the
recent mass blockade only having been attended by roughly 200 rebels, compared to 2000
two years prior. This, however, appears to not have influenced XR Wageningen as much,
which still consists of many dedicated rebels. Generally, it only meant that it would take
longer to gather enough data. During the fieldwork, fewer meetings happened in person and
some actions were cancelled. However, a lot of the organization of XR already occurred
online before the pandemic, which is why there have not been too many changes in
interactions between members besides a slower paced activism. While the pandemic has
slowed down the writing of this thesis, the effect has been negligible as many of the XR
actions happened as planned.
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On the illegality of civil disobedience
Since Extinction Rebellion is a non-violent civil disobedience movement, I was aware of the
possibility of getting in contact with illegal (but harmless) activities. As Moretti (2019) shows,
the participative approach used for hermeneutic phenomenology can not only be helpful in
gaining understanding and an accurate picture of the movement but may be the only research
method to do so. Through participative research, a level of trust between the researcher and
the studied group can be formed and communities that might be otherwise hard to access
due to their illegal activities can be understood from the inside (Moretti, 2019). It is thus a
justifiable method which can help explain the practices, show how XR’s members recruit new
activists and how they are working towards their common goal. Furthermore, it can help to
overcome the “other”-bias in which we, often influenced by the media, automatically consider
groups engaging in illegal activities to stand outside of society (Young, 2020). My experiences
of witnessing police violence and being arrested have turned into some of the most valuable
parts of my own fieldwork and have shaped this thesis. Therefore, the approach has allowed
me to learn from the activists of XR, acknowledge many of my personal biases, and better
understand what it means to be a part of the movement.

3.5 Reflections on lived experience research
My personal life experiences have undoubtedly shaped my perception of Extinction Rebellion
and thus influenced this research. One of the biggest issues when it comes to this research
were my personal biases which could potentially distort my findings. A participating
researcher will both affect and be affected by the field, which lies in the nature of the
approach and cannot be avoided (Bergold & Thomas, 2012). Luckily, in this research, being
affected by the field was intended, as describing the effect of joining XR on my emotions was
part of the research itself. However, I still attempted to minimize my own influence on the
field and the activists around me. Hamm’s (2015) methodological analysis of participatory
activist research suggests that studied communities of practice do not depend on the
researcher in their learning process, and therefore, they will not be significantly affected by
the researcher’s participation. I tried to minimize my influence by joining XR primarily as an
activist, with research only taking up a secondary role. This allowed me to interact with my
peers as equals, rather than considering them as mere research subjects. I developed a
friendly and casual relationship with many of the activists, and despite my openness about
being a researcher, I believe that above all, I managed to be seen as an activist. Therefore,
my research did not significantly appear to affect the way members were acting around me
and during my fieldwork, it happened several times that people forgot that I was doing
research on the organization. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that my own life experiences
have influenced the outcome of this thesis. My personal biases have influenced my topic
choice, my stance towards it, and the particular aspects of Extinction Rebellion I was going
to focus on. Rather than avoiding this bias entirely, which is nearly impossible, it was therefore
important for me to become as aware of it as possible during all stages of the research.
At this point, it is appropriate to reflect on my subjectivity as a researcher and activist and
the value of the hermeneutic-phenomenological method (Bergold & Thomas, 2012). It is
doubtful whether I would have chosen to write my thesis about a civil disobedience climate
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movement if I had not been feeling a certain level of anxiety about the climate crisis. Naturally,
this has played a big role in my topic selection and my choice to join Extinction Rebellion.
However, while I consider the environmental movement to be important, I cared even more
about the NVDA aspect of Extinction Rebellion and could have joined any other disobedient
leftist social justice movement. Just like one of the other participants mentioned, I thus chose
XR because it was the only civil disobedience movement in Wageningen and therefore the
most accessible. Additionally, my interdisciplinary background in business, philosophy, and
environmental sciences has probably influenced the way I approach scientific research. I
have come to dislike the scientific method for its rigidity and gatekeeping, making it
particularly hard for uneducated people to educate themselves by reading scientific papers,
join scientific debates, and be respected by the scientific community. Therefore, I felt the
need to push the boundaries of my thesis and engage in a more radical kind of fieldwork. My
topic choice was also influenced by my experiences: primarily as a philosopher, I tend to
worry about the big picture. Learning about Beck’s risk society in one of my courses thus
deeply resonated with me and made me start using it as a lens to view many of the social
problems I encounter. Since I had already written a paper on the social practices of civil
disobedience movements before, writing about Extinction Rebellion was an easy choice, and
my professor at the time even became my academic supervisor. Lastly, the
phenomenological aspect only came into the picture after the interviews had already been
conducted. Therefore, my research is naturally highly biased: when I started focusing on lived
experience, I had already been experiencing the field. At first, the research was just going to
be about social practices and I did not have the emotional aspect of the movement in mind.
However, as an emotional person considering regenerative cultures important, I was more
likely to find this topic interesting and write my thesis about it.
My life experiences influencing this research go much deeper, though. For example, having
grown up in Germany as a white male part of a middle-class family that was hardly hit by the
Great Recession, I have always been privileged and was made very aware of that by my
parents. If I had been born with a different skin color, my experience of police violence might
have been completely different. As a child, I spent a lot of time camping in nature, fostering
my desire to protect our earth. I was adventurous, always wanting to try new things, which is
why being arrested for my thesis turned out to be more of a challenge than an obstacle. From
a young age, my parents encouraged me to go against the grain and do whatever made me
happy, as long as this would not harm other people. Coming from a family that talks a lot
about politics and supported social justice movements, it was not weird for me to become
an activist. My very anti-authoritarian upbringing in a very left-dominated city full of punks
and squatters, as well as my affinity for learning about politics as a teenager led to me
identifying as an anarchist at an early age. Therefore, while selecting a movement to research,
I naturally favored a decentralized and non-hierarchical organizations and Extinction
Rebellion became an obvious choice. I was excited to see such a self-organizing approach
to activism in practice and paid a lot of attention to the hierarchical aspects of the movement.
As a result, I clearly experienced the problems of knowledge hierarchies, patriarchal
tendencies, and people taking up too much space within Extinction Rebellion, whereas other
researchers might not have considered it important in the first place. In a true non-hierarchical
fashion, this thesis has been an attempt to give people the opportunity to share their
experiences in their own voices. This has allowed me to paint a much richer picture of the
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actual lived experiences of XR activists, as my own writing would have distorted their often
very emotional stories.
The value of lived experience research
It is important to note that people’s experiences are subjective and that it is difficult to
compare or generalize them without knowing more about their individual biographies.
Studying civil disobedience movements from a first-person perspective is thus limited in two
ways: First, since everyone’s life experience is unique, having been affected by one’s
environment and past events, there cannot be unbiased lived experience research. The
observations I made during my time with XR, but also the questions asked to the participants
about their own impressions, have been influenced by my own past experiences, and it is
crucial to embrace and reflect on this bias when studying a movement. Just like with other
scientific methods, having several researchers considering the same phenomenon through
their unique perspectives could thus be useful in gaining a richer picture, and thus deepening
one’s understanding of the phenomenon. Secondly, since experiences are unique, it follows
that if someone else had conducted the same research, their experience of practices and
emotions might have been completely different. Past experiences and present experiences
can significantly alter someone’s perception of a movement. Just as my experiences have
been influenced by my own history, the experiences within XR of all the other rebels have
been influenced by their own life experience. Every experience is unique and perhaps even
incommensurable, as our incapability of escaping our own experience makes it impossible
to truly understand the experiences of others. Therefore, the experiences laid out in this
research cannot be generalized: not to a different movement, not to a different branch of
Extinction Rebellion, and not even to different rebels. The scientific method does not strive
for objective truth, for any new insight might prove old theories wrong. Especially in the social
sciences, the generalization of findings should be critically questioned, as human interactions
are complicated and cannot easily be represented through a single framework of thought.
Being highly biased and non-generalizable, it might seem as if a lived experience approach
to civil disobedience movements is useless. However, this is not the case – this approach
acknowledges that obtaining objective general knowledge about subjective experiences is
impossible and acknowledging that anyone interacting with a studied phenomenon can never
be unbiased. Therefore, it can be used as a tool to question traditional conceptions of
knowledge that are blinded by the quest for truth rather than aiming for better understanding
of a phenomenon. In embracing subjectivity and letting go of any desires to get to an
objective truth, it opens up the scientific arena to an abundance of new methods that leave
room for personal experiences. By allowing unheard and underrepresented voices to speak
for themselves and share their personal experiences, we can gain a deeper understanding of
the human condition, which is too comple to be quantified and generalized. It brings a more
humane aspect back to the social sciences and allows social movements to be understood
as told from the perspective of activists. This can help people realize that their conceptions
of the world are based on their own experiences and that the perspectives of others may be
equally real and valid. Lived experience can thus be used to help someone understand social
issues not just from their own perspective, or through abstract theories, but through the eyes
of the other, and help promote compassion and empathy in our individualized society.
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4 Interview results
4.1 Recruitment
The first questions all respondents were asked related to the recruitment process of
Extinction Rebellion Wageningen. They were asked to indicate their reasons for joining and
describe their initial experience of the movement.
Motivation to join
Most respondents mentioned that prior to joining XR Wageningen, they had been engaging
in mainstream obedient activism before moving on to the disobedient activism of Extinction
Rebellion. Forms of obedient activism mentioned were the signing of petitions, attending
climate marches, becoming a part of the sustainability student council, and writing letters to
polluting companies. One participant also mentioned making sustainable lifestyle changes:
I was doing kind of the normal things people do, like going vegan, or trying to
make sure that my house had renewable energy, that sort of thing. But it
never felt like enough. (Participant 3)
They all shared the feeling that they had tried out obedient activism but felt that it was
insufficient for making a change. Therefore, they decided to engage in more disruptive forms
of activism. This was a common pattern among the other respondents as well: In total, fifteen
rebels indicated that the high need to act now was one of their main motivations to join the
movement. Many felt that common activism, such as signing petitions and attending climate
marches, and individual lifestyle changes, unless adopted by the vast majority, would never
be enough. They saw that most people around them were not doing anything, so they felt the
need to act, raise awareness of the issue, and make a difference:
It's all nice if you're trying to have sustainable materials in your home or try to
recycle or whatever. But you also know that there's a lot of people who don't
do it. Because well, ‘effort’ and ‘I'm just one person’, and everyone seems to
think that. So it's really nice to be able to turn to action, and to actually do
something about it. And know that even however little going up in streets is
helping, that you're able to make some sort of difference. And that you're
able to show people like this is a big thing. This is an urgent thing. And
something really, really needs to happen. It's quite nice. It's kind of
camaraderie around it. (Participant 10)
All of the participants said that they cared about the environment and joined because they
wanted to act in order to prevent irreversible damage to the world’s ecosystems. Thus, in
order to address the perceived lack of action, they became interested in civil disobedience
activism. One noteworthy outlier was one respondent who said that they had been doing
other civil disobedience before, but that it had been unrelated to Extinction Rebellion:
I first started in France, just with some friends to do stuff, and we created a
bit of an organization. […] and then I arrived in Wageningen and XR was the
only civil disobedience group. I joined because I really wanted to become
active again. (Participant 2)
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Of the 22 participants, 8 were already aware of Extinction Rebellion and had been doing civil
disobedience before they moved to Wageningen. Two of them had joined XR actions in other
cities before, and one of them had been helping out the movement by doing translation work.
Some respondents indicated that they had wanted to join but did not have a local XR group
in their city. Another participant said that while he had felt the same way, the decentralized
nature of XR had allowed them to create their own local branch of Extinction Rebellion, which
the respondents did without the help of XR Netherlands:
I tried to get in touch with XR Netherlands, they said they weren't prepared
yet and that I should try and start my own local XR. So we got together one
night, we had no idea what we were doing but we said let's start a little local
group here. We had a little introduction event to introduce people to XR, got
a few people joining and things steamrolled from there. (Participant 9)
Another important motivational factor in joining XR was the importance of social connections
to the movement. Half of the respondents said that they were inspired by their friends to join
the movement. One of them highlighted the role of word-of-mouth advertising as one of the
most effective ways to create awareness of the movement:
I feel like people join through word of mouth or they know someone who has
joined, and they see them doing things and that's how you'll get word out.
(Participant 3)
Many of the interviewed activists joined after they had randomly attended one of their friend’s
meetings, who immediately made them feel at home with the movement and its people. In
turn, some of them made even more friends join as well, creating a network of both friends
and activists.
Recruitment process
Typically, the local Outreach and Training circle is responsible for talking to potential
newcomers who show interest in joining an action and then providing training to make sure
that everyone understands what non-violent civil disobedience entails. While anyone can join
any XR action without prior experience, those people who decide to join Extinction Rebellion
will usually attend a non-violent direct action (NVDA) training. These trainings are typically
hosted by the local groups prior to a big action and are meant to introduce the new rebels to
the principles of XR. They prepare them for direct actions and allow them to form so-called
affinity groups, which are small groups of activists who support each other during and outside
of actions. Most of the respondents at some point experienced one of these trainings, and
many of them indicated that they found their affinity groups during an NVDA training, people
with whom they are often still in touch.
When asked about their recruitment process, there was an almost unanimous agreement that
joining XR Wageningen is as simple as just showing up. There is no fixed recruitment
mechanism. Due to grassroots mentality of Extinction Rebellion, anyone can do civil
disobedience in the name of XR, set up a local branch and come up with own actions. As a
result, the barriers to entry are kept low and anyone who is interested will be invited and
encouraged to join actions.
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XR isn't really recruitment, it's just...you join! (Participant 1)
And then I spontaneously joined the die-in and then someone invited me to
the meeting. (Participant 17)
Only one participant recalled feeling overwhelmed by the unconventional organizational
structure of XR and by the many new faces they encountered at once. Most respondents
value the openness of people in XR Wageningen, which allows basically anyone to simply
show up, participate in actions and become a part of the group. The values of Extinction
Rebellion are accessible and easily understandable, and its demands are considered feasible
by many:
You kind of roll into it. People are so open and so welcoming, and I really
liked the ideas behind XR and the way they do everything. That it's not just
like brainlessly demonstrating against something but that there's this whole
ideology behind it. It spoke to me, I guess. (Participant 10)
As Wageningen is a university city, most of the members of the local XR group are students.
Many participants mentioned that they were studying some form of environmental sciences,
attend the same courses, and know a lot of their peers who are also part of Extinction
Rebellion. When joining XR, most people felt welcome and immediately enjoyed the company
of like-minded rebels with whom they felt a strong connection. One participant had been part
of a different XR group which mainly consisted of older people and reported that XR
Wageningen had been much more welcoming since its people were more like-minded.
I feel like it's a very caring group and a very open-minded kind of group. But
breaking past university boundaries is still a challenge. (Participant 14)
However, this is also what some respondents perceived as a weakness of XR Wageningen:
A lot of people learn about XR Wageningen from fellow students or the booth at the university
introduction days, which makes it more difficult for someone to join if they are not a student.
This leads to a very high ratio of students to non-students. As a result, its actions are strongly
targeting the actions of Wageningen University, such as the strong ties of the university to
the private sector. Therefore, XR Wageningen becomes uninteresting or even inaccessible to
non-students.
I wasn't part of the university, so I felt really left out for some time, so I didn't
really participate in the university stuff. Because it didn't feel like it was for
me, working with Unilever and all these issues. (Participant 12)
Therefore, it can be said that recruitment within XR Wageningen is a simple process, which
requires only an interest in climate justice, a willingness to be disobedient, and ideally, some
ties to the movement, for instance through friends, past experiences, or by being a part of
the university. For someone without any ties to XR Wageningen, the process can be
significantly more difficult.
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Field Diary
The main motivation for the rebels to join XR was often that they felt the need to act, and that
they found obedient activism to be insufficient. Like some of the other participants, I was
disillusioned with obedient activism in the environmental movement, as it had been tried for
more than 50 years, but still has not managed to create a significant system change. Like
others, I joined, mainly out of frustration that nothing had changed since I had first heard of
the climate crisis, and secondly because I felt the responsibility to act on a community level
rather than putting my faith in a government which I did not feel was representing me. Not
being able to change the system from within is what has driven many of us to start looking
for alternative forms of activism, for which Extinction Rebellion serves as a gateway by
making it easy to join and participate.
This ease of access mentioned by most rebels is in line with my own experiences. I simply
started going to general meetings advertised on social media, and after a couple of times,
people started to recognize me. I was really open about my research, so from the start, a lot
of people were willing to share their experiences with me and included me in the group. I was
soon invited to more specific meetings beside the general ones and felt that I did not have to
do a lot to become an active member besides being present and showing initiative.
I also attended trainings in preparation for my first big action. I was able to skip the NVDA
training as I already knew quite a lot about the principles of XR, but attended a legal training,
which helped me feel less nervous about going into my first blockade. The training was
surprisingly detailed, and afterwards I knew exactly what I could expect if I was arrested,
what the police could and could not do, and how I could contact the XR lawyer. This made
me feel significantly more relaxed, as I felt well-prepared and knew what to expect during my
first action. Even now, months after my first action, I am feeling more confident about knowing
my rights and what the police can and cannot do.
Another reason for why most people joined was that they already had friends within XR. Only
a few of the people I talked to had joined without knowing anyone beforehand, which
suggests that becoming a member of XR is also a social matter of friends with similar interests
getting together for a common cause. In the year before I joined, I had worked with some of
the members on several occasions, as XR Wageningen was represented in the Green Active
Network, a network of green organizations in Wageningen, which I was also part of. I did not
have close friends within XR but had seen some of the members a couple of times and found
them to be open-minded and fun to be around. Therefore, I was drawn to the movement as
it felt that the people were more similar to me than most other people in Wageningen. This
ties into the findings about activist relationships: Most people felt that XR Wageningen was
very student-driven, and that it was difficult for outsiders to join if they had no ties to the
university. As a student of Wageningen University interested in social justice, XR Wageningen
was very visible and felt easy to approach. Many of my fellow rebels were studying similar
programs, taking the same classes, and spending time on the same campus. I did not feel
like an outsider, as we all cared about similar issues and already had a lot of things in
common. We all had an interest in addressing the private sector collaboration of the university
– I fit right into the group. It is doubtful whether I would have had a similarly easy time
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accessing Extinction Rebellion if I had been studying at a different university, had not been a
student at all, or had been born a few years earlier.
Despite XR officially being a non-hierarchical movement, I experienced clear barriers to entry.
Knowing the right people made it significantly easier for me to get invited to smaller meetings
and be let in on secret action plans. What no participant mentioned during the interviews was
thus the importance of networking skills. Not all events were publicly announced, so without
insider knowledge, it would have been impossible for me to participate in all actions.
Extinction Rebellion seemed to struggle with this a lot: on the one hand, the movement strived
to be non-hierarchical, but on the other hand, it was difficult to include everyone equally,
since certain levels of knowledge hierarchies made it much less likely that confidential
information about actions would be released. During my time with Extinction Rebellion, I
experienced this problem very clearly.

4.2 Organization
The second theme that emerged from the interviews relates to the different aspects of
organizing within XR. Topics that were talked about by the respondents included the purpose
of Extinction Rebellion as a movement, thoughts on the decentralized and anti-hierarchical
structure, the ways in which XR learns to be more effective in its civil disobedience over time,
as well as ways of communication, especially about climate change.
Organizational Purpose
Besides being asked to explain their reason for joining Extinction Rebellion Wageningen,
participants were asked what they considered the purpose of the movement, and also of
disobedient activism in particular.
The first purpose of XR mentioned by many participants was to change the climate discourse.
Many rebels felt that too few people were doing anything to address the climate and
biodiversity crises, and therefore wanted to raise awareness of the severity of the issue. One
participant felt that since only a low percentage of the population was doing something about
the climate crisis, activists had to resort to more disruptive measures in order to drag the
public out of inaction. They believed that the use of non-violent direct action would send a
signal to the government and the public, and that this could make their voices heard in a fun
but effective way.
There is still quite some ignorance on the themes of climate change, first of
all, and to bring it to the forefront of the media, whatever is, is already a big
step. (Participant 6)
All actions, from symbolic funeral marches to more disruptive actions such as roadblocks,
are mainly there to make a statement and gain media attention. The more visible the action,
the bigger the news coverage, which the rebels hope will stimulate the public debate:
I do have the feeling that civil disobedience has an impact when it gets into
the news. That's when they'll talk about it. Because then they actually feel
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that there are people willing to take the risk of being arrested to do something
about it. (Participant 15)
The desired shift in climate talk also goes beyond the public sphere. One participant
mentioned that they had even been interviewed by several other researchers before our
interview. By drawing the attention of academics, the participant hoped that the
environmental discourse would move away from superficial debates on individual lifestyle
changes and instead focus on more deeply rooted systemic causes of environmental decay.
Another purpose of Extinction Rebellion repeatedly mentioned by participants is that it brings
people together to fight for a common cause. One participant described Extinction Rebellion
as a collective of people who would actually be able to do something about the climate crisis.
Another participant mentioned the beauty of a movement fighting for a better future for all,
including nature and all of its organisms. They claimed to draw a lot of energy from working
together towards a shared goal. A commonly held belief was that individual activists could
not change anything, but by working together as a movement, radical changes could be
achieved.
No, I think my individual actions don't really matter. But I am part of a group,
so I think the group actions do matter. (Participant 4)
A commonly held belief among rebels, supposedly based on disputed research, was that if
3.5% of the population supported the movement, lasting societal changes could be made.
With a growing movement, the activists expected to gain access to more resources,
strengthen the activist network, and convince the masses, eventually pressuring
policymakers into making changes.
Most of the participants agreed that the climate crisis was a systemic issue, which goes
beyond ecological problems such as pollution and biodiversity loss. The majority of the
current members of XR Wageningen considers the ecological crisis, above all, to be a social
crisis, deeply interconnected with other issues such as racism, gender inequality, and the rise
of fascism. One participant recalled learning about pollution in high school, but only recently
learned that their education had ignored the scope of the climate crisis, which cannot solely
be solved by technological fixes and end-of-pipe solutions to individual problems.
I saw a lot of one-issue-parties or targeting one specific part of the issue like
the plastic problem. I felt like it's so much bigger than that and we should talk
about the underlying structural problems that are related to that. (Participant
20)
One of the biggest systemic flaws mentioned by many participants was the strength of the
private sector, which many of them consider to be responsible not only for climate change,
but also many other societal issues. Capitalism was repeatedly mentioned to be incompatible
with an ecologically and socially sustainable society. One of the respondents explained that
most people could not imagine the end of capitalism, which is why they were afraid of
changes which would eventually lead to a more just system. However, many of the rebels
reported to have seen glimpses of alternative systems, for instance while traveling or
attending forest occupations living in small, anarchist utopias. Participants felt that a lot of
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people were not aware of any alternatives, which is why they wanted to raise awareness of
the problems with capitalism and promote alternatives to the status quo. Especially in the
past year, XR Wageningen has shifted its focus from solely the environmental crisis to direct
action against the university’s cooperation with the private sector.
But this is like the whole thing with the university campaign with the private
sector. We're very focused on that at the moment, and a lot of people don't
see the link between that and climate, because you kind of have to make the
jump, because the jump is what these companies are doing. (Participant 3)
Participants especially blamed the government for cooperating too much with many of the
biggest Western industries, such as the oil, fast fashion, and online retail industry, which they
consider to be exploiting their workers and the environment for profits.
As an example, one participant explained that through advertising, these companies were
increasing the consumption of largely unnecessary goods, which often leads to further
pollution. Most participants felt treated unjustly by the government, which continues to allow
environmental destruction and supports polluting industries but punishes those who want to
speak up about it.
The Dutch government had to reduce their emissions 20% to keep their
citizens safe by 2020. They were not going to hit that goal. How am I the one
in jail? (Participant 14)
Respondents repeatedly mentioned that the social justice angle on climate change was
missing in most Western societies. They felt as if their government had let them down,
ignored the global threat, and was not doing enough to keep its citizens safe. At the same
time, it was too supportive of the private sector, which in the eyes of the participants was
accumulating an immense amount of power.
Participants also explained that they felt very privileged compared to people in other
countries with restrictions to the freedom of speech and protest, which is why they wanted
to make use of the opportunity to make their voices heard and contribute to a better society:
The experiences I've had with civil disobedience really showed me that the
fact that you have your own citizenship and your own sovereignty and your
freedom to act in certain ways, can be really powerful. Of course, especially if
you're in a more privileged position on the global stage, but maybe also
societal, more local. I think that is an important privilege to have and I think
that is something that I want to use. And I think also other people are realizing
that, so it's this power, this ability that you have, that you're given, basically.
To put that to good use, I think that's the core of it. (Participant 7)
According to the respondents, the purpose of Extinction Rebellion is thus to pressure the
government into not only telling the truth about the urgency of the climate crisis, but also to
take the necessary actions to prevent further increases in global temperatures, which
includes mandating companies to reduce emissions. This way, the rebels hope to achieve
the necessary changes to the system in order to create a more just and sustainable society.
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The UK Government have declared a climate emergency, but that doesn't
mean they're doing anything about it. You can tell the truth all you want, but it
doesn't necessarily translate into any sort of concrete action. (Participant 3)
Many joined because they did not feel represented democratically by the Dutch government,
and therefore wanted to represent themselves in the fight for climate justice. One respondent
added that they were inspired to join XR by fellow civil disobedience activist Greta Thunberg.
They felt that if they did not do something to address the issue themselves, it would signal
acceptance of the current system, as politicians were not going to solve it. Civil disobedience
was widely considered a tool to achieve more rapid social changes and go against the status
quo:
Disobedience is needed, it's pushing the limits of what is socially accepted
and socially normal. It's going against the norm and that's what's important.
In our society, where normalization and its standards are key to everything,
it's extremely important to go against those standards and push the norms to
achieve some form of transformation because otherwise, things will remain
stable. Whether that's good or bad, I don't know, but it is an opportunity to
achieve change. And we're best off trying that rather than not trying it.
(Participant 18)
Most of the participants agreed that obedient activism was insufficient. Since the current
system protects polluters and ignores voices demanding social change, but traditional forms
of activism have failed to achieve necessary changes, many of the rebels felt that it was
justified to resort to tactics outside of the law.
As I got more experienced in XR, I came to realize that obedience is not
always the most justified path if the rules are not okay, or if the system is not
okay. […] So if you're willing to go out of your way and break some rules that
just shows that you think it's really important that people should listen.
(Participant 7)
One cannot change a system, many rebels argued, by operating within the system. By most
participants, obedient activism was widely regarded as an additional means to addressing
the climate crisis, but in no way capable of solving the issue by itself. All except one
respondent agreed that more disruptive action was needed for substantial social changes.
Several participants mentioned that traditional activism had been tried since the 1970s, but
never succeeded in making the necessary changes:
People have screamed since the 1970s that it's going to be really, really bad.
And we have to change now or it's going to be even worse. So I think the
only thing that is still left for us to do is to look for other resources outside of
the law. And I think that's a legit reason. Because if the law is there to protect
us, why isn't the law adapting to climate change? I think there is no other
way. Well, there are other ways, but they're not enough right now.
(Participant 17)
Subsequently, they pointed towards historical evidence of successful social changes
achieved through civil disobedience. They claimed that there had been many instances in the
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past in which non-violent direct action actually succeeded, which is why many participants
see it as a viable and morally justified solution.
If you look at history, disobedience is the only way to really get big change. I
know a lot of people disagree with it or don't think it's a good thing, but I
would say it's completely necessary. (Participant 3)
[Looking at social changes] you can always go back and be like, see, that's
because they did civil disobedience. (Participant 8)
Even if they were not completely sure if the civil disobedience of Extinction Rebellion would
achieve sufficiently fast changes to the system, respondents explained that they were acting
because they did not want to accept that there was nothing they could do to protect the
planet from another mass extinction. When asked about the effectiveness of XR actions, one
respondent mentioned that they were unsure if even civil disobedience was ever enough, but
also stressed the importance of not giving up:
We never really know how much impact things we do are going to have. But I
just think it's important to keep trying at least. So in a way, it sort of reduces
my feeling of helplessness towards such a big problem. (Participant 17)
Organizational structure
Most participants talked about the structure of Extinction Rebellion, their feelings towards it,
and common issues that the group was facing. One respondent emphasized that Extinction
Rebellion was not an organization, but a decentralized movement absent of top-to-bottom
hierarchies. Anyone can start their own local XR group and engage in civil disobedience
activism in the name of Extinction Rebellion. Based on their interests, they can join or even
create different circles, which are based on the members’ interests. These circles can unite
people interested in different functions such as action planning, public outreach, or
artmaking, but also different issues such as agriculture or healthcare. The different circles,
on a local and national scale, then coordinate by designating representatives who exchange
information and keep other circles informed over their actions.
The purpose of the national level of XR is to offer knowledge and training to the local groups.
Most people start at the local levels, such as XR Wageningen, and some of them, if they are
dedicated and feel knowledgeable enough, decide to be involved on a national scale and
provide support to local circles. Local circles can then use the knowledge to organize their
own actions with the support of XR national.
The more global circles will not tell a local circle what to do. It is more of a
knowledge thing. So if I were to give training, I would feel wholly unprepared.
But if someone from global could give me a training first, then I can give the
training to other people. It's more like conveying knowledge than building a
hierarchy. (Participant 5)
The different functions within the circle are distributed organically, based on availability of
knowledge and experience, and the need for certain functions. Rebels who are interested in
organizing are encouraged to learn how to do so, for which they can receive free training
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hosted by other rebels who are already more experienced. However, based on the principles
of XR, no one will ever take on a leader role. Instead, meetings are hosted by alternating
facilitators, who do not make decisions, but help with the flow of the meetings. Meetings are
typically open to all, and anyone who joins is able to speak up and have a say in the decisionmaking process.
We discuss a lot, a lot, a lot. We debate, we discuss, we just talk a lot until
we kind of reach an agreement. And often it works. Sometimes it takes a lot
of time. Within a decentralized you sometimes also have to accept that it's
not always going to go to where you want. (Participant 2)
Decisions are consensus-based, typically made within the circles without any leaders. This
means that important decisions can often take a significant amount of time, as there is no
authority that can force a certain path to be taken. Despite this occasional inefficiency, most
participants were in favor of this type of decision-making. One participant mentioned that in
most cases, it worked surprisingly well, because Extinction Rebellion brought together many
like-minded people who felt strongly about similar issues.
Because of our social bonds, it means that we can really communicate easily
about what we all want, and there isn't really much in terms of one person
deciding and the others only half agreeing but going along. Because we are
all like-minded people, we come to agreements pretty quickly and pretty
easily about what is to be done and how it's to be done. (Participant 18)
While deliberative decision-making can be a long and draining process, most participants
found it to work out better than expected and expressed that they would like to see this
implemented in other organizations as well. Many of them mentioned that they were so used
to top-to-bottom hierarchies that, before they joined XR, they could not imagine that
decisions could be made without a clear leader.
I first saw this sort of deliberative session play out during an election in
Amsterdam. We were trying to decide where people's bags should go, and
we had this instant session where I think there were over 50 or 70 people
who wanted to join in talking about this. Within an hour, we had a decision, a
plan, and everyone had been involved. I don't know what I expected of it, but
not for it to work so well and to be as efficient. So that really blew my mind.
(Participant 10)
Participants appreciated that, as no one is more important than anyone else, and no one has
more rights to make decisions, all rebels are considered equal, and equally important. The
most significant difference between the different rebels, one of them said, was how much
time and energy they were willing to spend on participating and organizing.
Since circles are open to anyone, there is no limit to how involved a person can be.
Participants appreciated the opportunity to do as much or as little as they wanted to, with
some joining no circles at all and just going to actions, and others being involved in several
circles on different regional scales. However, no matter how involved an individual is, they
will not have a stronger decision-making power in meetings than someone who is new to the
movement.
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Most of the people are really tolerant and nice and friendly; and even if you're
not as active, but you have something to say, people will listen. (Participant
22)
Additionally, participation is flexible. The level of involvement in different circles and actions
can be adjusted by the rebels anytime, based on available time, capability, and motivation of
the individual. The decision to take some time off from activism was typically respected and
even encouraged. As a result, all those involved in organizing different actions were usually
the ones most motivated to take the initiative, keeping up a high group morale.
Although stating that there were no clear hierarchies and no one was more important than
others, participants also stressed the importance of the individual rebel. Without inputs of the
individuals, the movement as a whole would not be as strong as it currently is. One participant
described XR as an open-source movement, in which any work an individual delivered could
add value to the whole movement. They said that although it was sometimes easier to have
someone tell them what to do, in XR everyone had the autonomy to contribute in their own
way and could thus help in the way that best suited their capabilities. Therefore, no one had
to do tasks they were not interested in, allowing a more effective way of working and highly
motivated activists. Anyone could contribute their own opinions and thus influence the
direction of XR, but at the same time, the decentralized nature of the movement meant that
no one would ever be able to dominate the whole field.
This autonomy of the individual also plays an important role when it comes to the diversity of
tactics within Extinction Rebellion. Several participants stressed that big, disruptive
disobedience actions were not the only important part of XR. Instead, there were many
different things that activists could do to get involved, from liking and sharing articles and
handing out fliers to providing emotional support to other rebels. One participant emphasized
that no one was expected or even required to break the law if they wanted to be involved in
the activism of Extinction Rebellion. As long as they stand behind the principles of the
movement, there are many ways to help out that vary significantly in their degree of radicality.
You really don't have to participate in the disobedience actions if you don't
want to. You can also organize trainings or become part of the art circles and
just make flags all the time. It's super broad, and there's just a lot of different
things that you can do that eventually help the movement go towards that
shared goal. (Participant 1)
This is important because not all rebels are willing to break the law. Some said that they were
worried about needing a Certificate of Conduct (VOG) for their future careers. Although
receiving a negative entry is rare, some rebels said that they were not willing to risk not being
able to work in their desired profession. Nevertheless, they stressed that they stood behind
the values of XR and appreciated being able to help out in their own ways.
I think people maybe underestimate sometimes how useful they can be in this
movement without ever being in an arrestable position. (Participant 10)
Additionally, there are many different types of actions with different degrees of risk. Therefore,
everyone could participate in the actions and roles they felt comfortable with. According to
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one participant, there were many other types of civil disobedience rebels could become
involved in, which is why no one had to break the law if they did not want to, but still wanted
to be disobedient.
Civil disobedience is really, really broad. We often think just about blockades,
but civil disobedience can be just dumpster diving, having a free library, or
organizing a workshop for your friends – it can be a lot. (Participant 2)
For big actions, different groups were typically formed based on their risk tolerance, and
everyone’s decisions were respected. Participants also mentioned that they never felt
pressured to be disobedient. At all times, they felt as if they had their own agency to decide
whether and how to participate in actions. One respondent mentioned that they were at times
unsure about the appropriateness of certain types of civil disobedience, but also that they
always felt that it was up to them to join. For each of the more arrestable roles, they said,
there were always additional tasks that needed to be done and could still help the movement.
I want to help, but I do not want to take that much risk maybe. I don't really
have a plan always about what I'm going to do. Sometimes I just think I go
there and then just talk with some people and just see what I can do.
(Participant 11)
Nevertheless, a challenge that Extinction Rebellion is facing is that people’s opinions differ
on how disruptive the actions of the movement should be. Some participants expressed their
concern with increasingly radical actions, which in their opinion were not necessarily more
effective than funeral marches or die-ins.
I think sometimes people are really just going a bit further every time and I am
always trying to be a little bit critical. Like, is this something I still agree with?
(Participant 11)
According to them, more radical actions would alienate XR from the mainstream, which would
mean that significantly fewer people would get involved, therefore making the movement less
effective. Another participant, however, explained that a diversity of tactics was necessary
for the movement to be successful:
You need both sides. You need the radical ones and the non-radical ones for
negotiations later. It's the same with Martin Luther King, and Malcolm X. You
need both sides of the coin. (Participant 8)
Another participant referred to the Overton window, which shows how radical behavior will
become less effective over time as a movement progresses and the level of what is accepted
by the public shifts. Therefore, there appears to be quite a big divide within Extinction
Rebellion regarding how radical it should be, with some criticizing it for becoming too
mainstream and not taking a step further, while others believe that it has already gone too
far.
If you keep doing really radical actions, and then after a certain point block a
road, people will have accepted that and it's normal. (Participant 17)
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Dealing with such disagreements can be exhausting, according to some of the participants.
Since decisions are typically made on a consensus basis, it can take a long time to consider
all possible paths of action and have everybody agree. Most of the time, however, people
seemed to accept that they could not always be right. Many of the rebels were very aware of
the space they were taking up in the group and made a deliberate effort not to dominate
discussions. One participant pointed out the importance of sometimes taking a step back
and reevaluating one’s perspectives, as always fighting for one’s own views without
considering those of others was very energy demanding.
It helps to reflect a lot on what you think and accept that sometimes you're
wrong. And it can be work if you don't get energy out of it. You have these
moments where you give a lot of energy, and you don't receive it and then
you’re just tired and then it feels like work. (Participant 2)
Although most participants felt positive about the non-hierarchical organization by XR, three
of them indicated to be overwhelmed by it at times. One participant found it to be confusing
that the different circles were doing their own thing and that there was no main channel
through which the movement was communicating. Someone else added that they felt so
confused by the structure that they never joined any circles and ultimately ended up
contributing less to the movement. Another participant jokingly said that they found XR to be
more disorganized than organized. According to them, quite a few people found it difficult to
keep an overview without anyone being in charge. At the same time, however, they
complimented the decentralization of XR, as it proved that clear hierarchies were not
necessary.
While some people felt overwhelmed initially, most of them were able to adapt quickly and
appreciated the empowering way of working. Overall, most participants supported the flat
hierarchies and sometimes challenging decision-making, as they valued that this made XR
more authentic since it was practicing what it preached.
Sometimes it's easier to have someone tell you what to do. But I like that XR
is a movement that in part lives, what it's vouching for, in a way. (Participant
7)
The biggest problem with the non-hierarchical structure, however, only becomes visible to
those who move onto the national scale. More experienced participants who had been active
with XR National claimed that although XR was supposed to be non-hierarchical, there were
still too many people taking up space in the higher levels. According to them, the coordination
circle of the Netherlands possessed a significant amount of power, albeit without explicit
decision-making authority.
Since many people of XR Wageningen consider the ecological crisis to be a systemic crisis,
to them it is also deeply linked with other hierarchical issues such as the fight against the
patriarchy and systemic racism. Two participants explained that XR National was dominated
by middle-aged, white men, and criticized the movement for not creating more space for
minorities.
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Recently, I've been also seeing patterns of patriarchy, of white supremacy
and people taking up too much space. (Participant 17)
There's enough of the 50-year-old white males, having all these ideas and
really claiming a lot of space as well on a national level. Which can be very
uncomfortable, because we are trying to create something new and try to
give each other space. And although we're not explicitly feminist, that's still
like a difficult thing for me. We're not as inclusive as we claim to be or want
to be. We're a lot of amazing humans, but there is definitely a long path to go
on and to grow and become more inclusive. (Participant 14)
Being as inclusive as possible, they said, sometimes proved difficult, as they did not want to
deny anyone wanting to get involved access to the coordination circles. Therefore, inclusivity
was something that had to be implemented without force, raising awareness of the issue so
that people within the movement would voluntarily create space for minorities. On the other
hand, a different participant mentioned that at times, this made them feel pressured to take
on responsibilities that they did not feel comfortable with. Inclusivity is difficult to achieve in
an organically changing decentralized movement, as minorities need to be given the
opportunity to speak up without putting pressure on them.
Learning
The participants were asked how Extinction Rebellion learns as a movement and gets better
at its civil disobedience. Four insights emerged from this: XR mostly learns through trial and
error, draws on inspiration from other people and movements, leaves a lot of autonomy to its
members, and heavily relies on skill-sharing.
According to the participants who have been involved in organizing an action, the amount of
thought and effort required for its planning is enormous. However, the people who organized
the first XR Netherlands actions had little to no experience. Therefore, they had to rely on trial
and error, and figuring out what works in retrospect.
It’s good to mention that when all of us started, none of us had a clue about
what we were doing. We didn't know what to do. We didn't know what to
demand, we didn't know who to target. We were absolutely clueless. And
that was our starting point. Which is not great, right? You're organizing a
serious movement, but what you realize is that you have to make mistakes to
actually go forward. It's just this constant cycle of trying to do things, making
really stupid mistakes, and then reflecting and getting better. (Participant 9)
In the days after an action, typically several evaluation meetings are held. These take place
on different scales, such as national and regional evaluations by the organizers, but also
within the individual affinity groups. Also, evaluation forms are sent out for people to voice
their opinions anonymously. People talk about what went well and what could have gone
differently, what they like and did not like about the action. Therefore, a lot of space is given
for people to speak up if they are dissatisfied or feel unrepresented, and this criticism can
then be implemented in future actions. The primary reason for why the movement gets better
over time, according to participants is thus that it grows over time, both in numbers and in
experience. The more years of experience the rebels have, the more they learn about how to
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organize efficiently and effectively. Only one participant criticized this process, as they found
XR’s constant evaluations to be inefficient at times, and difficult to maintain.
One participant mentioned that it is important for actions to become more radical and
disruptive over time, as people get used to certain types of actions if they are repeated too
many times. Since actions need to remain innovative, they need to go further every time, with
increasing levels of disobedience. Therefore, XR Wageningen has moved from funeral
marches and die-ins to blockades and gluing actions, generally causing more trouble than
during previous actions. The organizers are constantly facing new situations with which they
do not have a lot of experience. They are required to figure out by themselves how to
effectively operate, and then learn from the mistakes they have made.
Of course, one part is by just going ahead and doing it, because you're in any
way going to break with the norm, and break with what people expect you to
do. So it will be new for everyone: for the responding party but also for the
performing party. (Participant 7)
Over time, actions also need to become more creative. For this, rebels draw inspiration from
friends and other activists, also from outside of XR. The rebels occasionally hold dreaming
sessions, in which they get together to imagine a possible future and think of ways to get
there. Together, they imagine, let ideas develop, and then create structures which can move
the group into the desired direction. One respondent mentioned that they were also following
a lot of social media pages of other movements, which can help in finding new types of civil
disobedience.
There's a lot of people working on becoming more creative, also taking
inspirations from other countries. And for example, lately, I've become really
inspired by Myanmar. In Myanmar, there has been a military coup and the
civilians are doing a lot of civil disobedience by, for example, acting as if their
bike is broken in masses on the road. And I think that's such an inspiring, fun
way to block a road. I think we should just keep getting more creative.
(Participant 17)
Overall, there is a lot of autonomy given to the people of Extinction Rebellion. Individual
activists are encouraged to do what they are passionate about, and if someone is interested
in setting up a certain project, they can invite other people to help develop and execute the
idea. Since XR is a decentralized movement, affinity groups have the autonomy to organize
their own actions and do whatever interests them the most. This can involve different levels
of risk, but also different issues the rebels are interested in. In the case of XR Wageningen,
the first generation of rebels focused a lot on climate change. The people currently involved
in XR Wageningen, however, are much more interested in the underlying social and systemic
issues that relate to the climate crisis. The nature of XR as an organization allows XR
Wageningen to do just that; the local affinity groups have the autonomy to organize their own
things, and therefore, many of the local actions focus on the corporate ties of the university.
If rebels perceive a certain need within the movement, they have the autonomy to create a
new circle without asking anyone for permission. Rebels can put matters into their own hands
and provide whatever they feel is needed within Extinction Rebellion. For example, one of the
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participants reported that they had noticed that XR Wageningen was missing an art circle.
Therefore, they set up the circle autonomously, freely associating with other people who were
interested in painting, banner making, and chalking actions to help out the local XR group.
The high level of autonomy also means that people can help out the movement in whatever
way they are comfortable with. While the organizers typically create quite detailed action
plans, and people are told what they can do during an action, there is also room for people
who do not want to take up a high-risk role but just want to hand out fliers and talk to
bystanders. Since there is a lot of diversity in people’s interests and capabilities, XR makes
use of the strengths of its rebels by allowing them to contribute in their own way. One
participant explained that different rebels will approach a problem from significantly different
angles. In bringing several perspectives together, problems can be solved in well-rounded
and creative ways which combine the experiences of several people.
For example, we had quite a nice meeting where we talked about possibilities
to go against the advertising problem. And then people have new ideas, and
someone says “Hey, we can switch around these posters in the bus stops”,
and other people say, “Hey, but we can also write to the municipality”. And
then you really see that everyone has their own strength. Some people are
just much more hands on, and they want to disorganize things in the physical
space. Other people are much more diplomatic. It’s that combination of
people, but also perspectives that makes it such a rich environment.
(Participant 7)
Rebels are encouraged to figure out what they are good at, what they enjoy, and what drives
them, and are then connected with others who share similar interests. Networking plays a
key role, allowing people to get together to help the movement in their own ways, providing
assistance based on their individual strengths, and also teach others how to do so. Thus, the
last important way in which the people of XR learn over time is through the high emphasis on
skill-sharing. The rebels learn a lot from each other by sharing their knowledge with others. If
they possess a skill that might be useful for others, they are encouraged to organize a
workshop or training. Examples include workshops on how to make lock-ons and tripods for
actions, legal training, and wellbeing trainings. Participants mentioned that they had learned
a lot from the community and expressed their desire to give back to the community in return.
A lot of respondents appreciated that XR’s focus on skill-sharing allowed them to learn new
things and take on new perspectives on the climate crisis and effective activism.
It's just interesting to actually get in touch with people and to directly see
how other people feel about it. It enables an exchange of thoughts and opens
up perspectives that you otherwise wouldn't have considered about the fight
against climate change. (Participant 18)
Often, the national levels also provide knowledge and training to the regional levels. New
rebels usually join their local group and gather experience. When they feel knowledgeable
enough, rebels who want to share their knowledge with others can attend so-called Train the
Trainers events, in which they are taught how to effectively give their own workshops.
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One participant mentioned that at one point, they had helped out in organizing a national
rebellion. During the planning of the following spring rebellion, it turned out that no one had
sufficient experience to facilitate the projects, so the participant volunteered to become the
Rebellion Projects Facilitator, bringing experience and knowledge from previous protests to
the upcoming rebellion.
Another example of skill-sharing is the weekly action support meeting hosted by the national
Action & Logistics circle. If local groups are planning an action, but have difficulties organizing
and feel unprepared, they can attend the meeting and explain their situation. A&L National,
consisting of experienced action planners, can then help the local groups by providing
guidance and share their expertise.
It's so beautiful to see everyone willing to give all of this for free and with a lot
of love, because that's what I want a society to be like, to have everyone
bring their knowledge and their talents to the public. People give to the
community and the community gives back to them. And that's what for me, a
community should be like. It’s all communism over here in Wageningen. To
be part of this is super freeing because I see a lot of possibilities as well in my
adult life. Where I can skill-share without asking for a bill, where I can also
learn from a lot of other people without having to pay. I think that's a very
important part of XR. (Participant 5)
The participants who talked about skill-sharing felt very positive and passionate about it. They
perceived that, while not unique to Extinction Rebellion, the practice of sharing one’s
resources with others without expecting anything in return was deeply rooted in the values
of the movement and considered it to be one of its biggest strengths.
Communication
Another topic commonly discussed was communication, including the ways of internal
communication, the discussion of climate change among activists, and the framing of the
environmental crisis when communicating with the outside.
Participants explained that the internal communication between the rebels mostly occurred
in meetings. Before the COVID-19 outbreak, most of these meetings took place offline, but
recently, much of the communication had to be moved to online platforms. In most cases,
discussions were held, updates given, and decisions made during the meetings, with a
different person serving as the facilitator every time. There were a lot of different hand signals
used in meetings, such as the hand forming a C if someone needed a clarification and an L
if they needed a language explanation. According to some of the participants, the length of
meetings can widely vary, with some of the action planning meetings taking up several hours.
The offline meetings of this type were typically held in a very casual setting, including food
and beers, and room for extra-organizational conversations.
Direct messaging platforms were mostly reserved for broadcasts of information produced
during the meetings, thus prioritizing organizational updates over unproductive small talk.
The services used varied per affinity group and circle, as individual groups had the autonomy
to decide which platform suited their needs best. Special concern, however, was given to
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privacy features of the different platforms, as many of the participants were concerned with
surveillance from the police. In direct messaging conversations, many emojis were used for
communicating quick messages and asking for opinions. For instance, to find a meeting time
that fits all, each weekday was given its own emoji, and the members would simply write
down all the emojis for days on which they were available.
Another topic discussed by many of the respondents was the internal discussion of climate
change. The interviewees who said that they had been involved in setting up XR Wageningen
were really passionate about climate change and initially spent a lot of time discussing it
internally. The newer rebels, however, indicated that they were rarely talking about the issue.
They explained that this was due to the fact that groups were given the autonomy to decide
what they want to focus on, with the newer group being interested in social justice more than
climate change. One of the new rebels mentioned that there were sometimes short comments
on climate-related issues but that those were never discussed in too much detail. Deeper
discussions only happened outside of XR groups, and typically involved people from outside
of the movement. The reason for this, as expressed by many of the respondents, was that
everyone within XR was aware of climate change and that they did not have to discuss it, as
they all universally agreed on the severity of the problem.
In our group, it's kind of a running joke about how little we talk about climate.
Which yeah, I didn't know if that's changed recently or if it was always like
that. The only time anyone really mentioned climate recently in meetings is
when someone's like: “What do we want?” And then someone jokingly
replies: “Climate justice!” (Participant 3)
One participant added that they appreciated the level of shared knowledge, as they did not
have to explain themselves but felt respected and could thus focus on action rather than
having to convince their peers that there was a problem at all. As a reason, many indicated
that most of the Wageningen activists were following environmental studies at the university,
which made them quite knowledgeable about environmental issues. Instead of talking about
it, the rebels wanted to focus their energy on the planning of disruptive actions.
In my experience, we didn't really talk about climate change at all. I feel like
we all know and then we just act upon it. (Participant 12)
One respondent, on the other hand, mentioned that they had barely learned anything about
climate change in their studies and would appreciate the spreading of environmental
knowledge between the rebels. While participants said they felt comfortable enough to talk
about climate change for some unknown reason this was rarely brought up. Additionally,
most rebels agreed that climate change was too broad of an issue to easily discuss, and that
the few discussions that were held typically evolved around more specific underlying social
issues connected to the climate crisis.
Every time you talk about climate change, it's too much of a of a big scale
issue. So you kind of delve into more specific issues around climate change.
You don't really talk about climate change because whenever you talk about
climate change it leads to a bit of a dead end. (Participant 18)
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While climate change is barely discussed within the movement, there is a strong emphasis
on communicating the issue to the public. In XR Wageningen, different circles are responsible
for addressing people from outside of the movement: The Political Strategy & Change circle
is dealing with the framing of XR’s message when dealing with external parties such as the
university, the municipality, and the private sector. It is responsible for the formulation of
demands and the creation of a narrative which serves as the basis for the local actions of XR
Wageningen. The Media & Communication circle is then responsible for the communication
of this narrative to journalists and the media, including the release of press statements and
the presentation on social media platforms.
According to one of the participants, XR was very concerned with the presentation of its
rebels, including a very thoughtful selection of press photos and the representation by
carefully trained spokespeople. One example of this is the wording used by Extinction
Rebellion when talking about climate change. XR is very adamant about reframing it as the
climate crisis, as this appeals to the emotions of people and expresses the severity of the
issue. As the name ‘Extinction Rebellion’ implies, it considers our planet to be heading
towards a sixth mass extinction to emphasize the severity of the current situation. This is
reflected in some of the actions as well, such as funeral marches, which leaves rebels room
to grieve for the dying planet, and die-ins, in which they symbolize a mass extinction event.
I think that's also why I don't like it that much, because I think it's kind of
staged. (Participant 8)
This careful framing of climate change can especially be seen when considering the Outreach
& Training circle, which focusses on gaining the attention of new rebels and providing them
with NVDA trainings. Most people who join Extinction Rebellion will at some point experience
the so-called ‘Heading for Extinction’ talk, which provides an introduction to the ecological
crisis and its causes, as well of an introduction to the effectiveness of civil disobedience. The
aim of the talk is to highlight the urgency of the climate crisis based on science and is made
easily understandable for those unfamiliar with the issue. It is thus meant to convince
potential recruits of the severity of the ecological crisis and show them how they can help by
getting involved in the different levels of XR. The first half of the talk focuses on shocking the
audience by providing scientific facts, while the first half offers relief by explaining that
contributing to civil disobedience can help make a difference. According to one participant,
being confronted with the facts can be really intense, which is why a moment of silence is
held before moving onto the more hopeful second part which provides opportunities for
action.
The talk does not specifically appeal to the emotions of the listeners but leaves ample room
for reflection. One respondent also stressed that the Dutch were not the best at dealing with
emotions. Instead, scientific facts had to be communicated using quite bold and direct
statements which made the situation clear but could also be confronting to some listeners.
It's also so important to have that second part to not leave the listeners
powerless. It is one of the moments in which I realized how important this
emotional aspect is. (Participant 7)
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When asked about how it felt to give the Heading for Extinction talk, one respondent
explained that they had been very emotional at first. Over time, however, they learned to be
calmer about it, focusing on facts rather than emotions. By talking about the problem in this
way, they found that people could be made aware of the ecological crisis without damaging
their own mental health.
And these narratives become more mechanical in your speech, which is not
all bad, that you lose this emotional side of things, because you are able to
still kind of translate a message and if you do that, with enough kind of social
awareness, you can still convey the deep despair and bring it to people.
(Participant 9)
According to another participant, there is also a difference in how climate change is framed
depending on the relationship between the rebels and outsiders. With friends, they reported
to mainly appeal to emotions because the respondent felt as if they could claim their
emotional time and show them how important they considered the issue to be. To strangers,
however, they emphasized the science behind both the climate crisis and the effectiveness
of civil disobedience, as most people just wanted to know how to get involved.
People don't really [care] about the logistics of your organization. They want
to know what the hell's wrong, and they want to know what they can do to
help. (Participant 9)
Two participants expressed their dissatisfaction with XR’s framing of the ecological crisis.
According to them, the ‘doomsday thinking’ creates a strong division between rebels and
non-rebels, and shames non-rebels for not acting enough. While they welcomed the room
for grief within Extinction Rebellion, they preferred to not take this to the public, which in their
eyes did not spread a positive image of the movement.
Field Diary
Despite it being debatable whether Extinction Rebellion is truly decentralized and nonhierarchical, it was obvious that for many people, the consensus-based approach to
decision-making worked better than expected. I became a witness of this during the first
general XR meeting I attended. The idea was to elect a new representative of XR Wageningen
for the national level. Even though I had never attended a meeting before, my voice counted
as much as everyone else’s. I was allowed to nominate someone I knew, and my opinion was
actually considered, even though I possessed little knowledge of the organization. The level
of openness within XR Wageningen made me feel welcome and at home. I felt respected and
empowered, as if my voice mattered. Although it could sometimes appear chaotic, especially
when many people were involved, this provided me with an insight into the potential of
citizen’s assemblies which is one of the demands of XR Netherlands and appears to be an
effective approach to climate governance (Muradova et al., 2019; Devaney et al., 2020;
Howarth et al., 2020).
Another result of the decentralized nature of XR mentioned by some participants was that
flexible participation was possible and autonomous action encouraged. When I joined XR,
what surprised me was how respectful the rebels were of everyone’s time. There was a
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general “no shaming” rule, meaning that no one was accusing anyone else for not putting in
enough effort. Therefore, I joined all the activities I was interested in, but felt no pressure to
agree to doing things I had no motivation to do. For example, during one of the blockades I
was in, I decided to step out because I did not feel like being arrested. Instead of accusing
me of giving up, everybody thanked me for my time and initiative. Within XR, it felt like no one
ever had to do anything they did not feel comfortable with and everybody was able to help in
their own ways.
At the same time, however, this flexible approach to participation with very few clearly
assigned roles also meant that some people ended up taking up a lot of space when
organizing actions, thereby reducing the autonomy of other rebels within the movement by
trying to dominate discussions. While attending some meetings of XR Netherlands, I made
this experience as well. I noticed several middle-aged white men taking on important roles
within the organization, therefore leaving less room for those voices which historically have
been underrepresented in democratic processes. As with any autonomous, non-hierarchical
movement in a hierarchical society, abolishing unequal power structures is an ongoing effort.
This proves difficult, however, as it is also impossible for anyone to deny these people access
to meetings and refuse to let them speak. In my own experience, the participants during the
interview did not stress this issue enough, with only a few participants mentioning it at all. It
is unclear whether this is because they are not aware of it or because they do not perceive it
as a problem. Regardless, Extinction Rebellion handles this better than most other
organizations I have come in contact with, which is likely due to its constant struggle to
become better as a movement and live up to its principles and values.
By considering it as a community of practice, XR’s focus on learning through trial and error
became very apparent to me. After all of the actions we performed, we had an evaluation
meeting and discussed what went well and what went wrong, and then talked about what we
were going to do differently in the future. Like some of the participants mentioned, we often
drew inspiration from other people and movements. For instance, I learned a lot about other
movements, indigenous activism, and decolonization. During my fieldwork, I talked with a lot
of members of XR about how we imagined a possible future society and experienced that it
gave us hope and motivated us to take action. Personally, I found the approach of learning
by evaluation to be effective, as this way, our civil disobedience actions became better over
time and no single person was in sole charge of creating a new action plan. The movement’s
emphasis on skill-sharing was a key aspect of my time with Extinction Rebellion. I met a lot
of different rebels with different skills, all of whom were willing to teach me what they knew
for free. As a result, I always knew how to acquire new skills and become better at the skills
I was interested in. For instance, for one action, I learned how to make my own organic glue.
On a larger scale, the official trainings given by volunteers taught me about my rights as an
NVDA activist and how to effectively deescalate fights between enraged people. Ultimately,
being part of Extinction Rebellion has taught me much more than I had expected, and many
of the skills I acquired might prove valuable in the future.
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4.3 Activist relationships
All of the interviewed activists talked about the relationships they had formed with the other
rebels of Extinction Rebellion. The findings can be divided into two main themes: Like-minded
people and affinity groups.
Like-minded people
Although Wageningen is a small city, comparatively many people join the local XR group,
rivaling the number of rebels from bigger cities such as Amsterdam or The Hague. As some
of the respondents reported, there is a high level of like-mindedness between the activists of
XR Wageningen. Many of the local rebels are young, educated people, most of them still
attending the university and studying environmental sciences. According to one participant,
someone interested in activism beginning their studies at Wageningen University would fit
right into the local XR group, because many of the people joining are very similar and
immediately feel at home.
We've had at least 100 who joined once and then never joined again. And I
mean, it can be for a number of reasons. But I think the main one is that
people just didn't feel like they fit in or that they belonged to the movement.
(Participant 9)
However, another participant mentioned that the vast majority of people trying to join did not
feel that Extinction Rebellion was the right movement for them. Compared to other branches
of Extinction Rebellion, Wageningen was more likely to appeal to social outcasts rather than
mainstream activists, which created a high level of social cohesion between the local rebels,
but also excluded a lot of other potential activists.
Here, it feels more... I don't want to say marginalized, but more like a bunch
of misfits, whereas in the UK, it felt more like a mainstream thing that lots of
people were doing. (Participant 3)
For those who felt drawn towards XR Wageningen and ended up joining the movement, it
was really easy to become a part of the group. According to the respondents, many of their
first meetings took place in a very casual setting, typically in someone else’s backyard with
food and drinks. They reported that people had been really open and easy to talk to, which
made them feel welcome and appreciated.
While the general meetings can feel more like a typical assembly in more traditional groups,
most of the circle meetings include music, beers, and home-made food. One respondent
reported that often, everyone would just hang out, with some people making banners or
patches, some planning actions, and some just enjoying the company of the other rebels.
If I've been away for some time, they're always very welcoming again. I just
like the always-upbeat attitude and that you can do everything together.
Everyone is so open and sharing and caring. (Participant 19)
Of the people who joined, many appreciated being around people with similar goals and
values. One respondent mentioned that their main reason for coming back to Extinction
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Rebellion had been the people. They explained that they were often surrounded by people
who denied the existence of climate change and felt happy that they did not have to
constantly explain themselves. Joining Extinction Rebellion allowed the participants to
connect with other people who are passionate about fighting against climate inaction. They
also valued that many of the rebels shared similar perspectives on the toxicity of the current
system and were willing to go to the same lengths to reach their goals, such as doing
roadblocks or other forms of disruptive activism.
Everyone acted as if they knew each other. You were side by side with
people you didn't know before. You were later in jail with people you've never
met before. Just the fact that you have a common goal makes it so much
easier to connect and to get to know people. (Participant 7)
Having a shared goal made many of them feel connected to each other. In finding people
who think in similar ways and have the same ideals, the rebels became highly motivated and
passionate about activism, gained a lot of energy and developed an affinity towards each
other. As a result, most of them respected each other and were very caring towards each
other. They felt that they were connected by the same cause, which gave them a feeling of
safety, trust, comfort, and empowerment.
Yeah, because it feels like that. I mean, you do have to trust each other. And
you do need that connection. Otherwise, it just doesn't work. I mean, if you're
just there with strangers, or you just see each other as a fellow rebel or
whatever, it doesn't work like that, especially with intense actions like XR. I
mean, there needs to be a deeper connection. (Participant 13)
Over time, many of the relationships between the rebels deepened. Many reported that they
were no longer just bound together by their common cause, but that they had found some of
their best friends within Extinction Rebellion. One respondent mentioned that they had
formed a romantic relationship with a fellow rebel. Many people of XR Wageningen reported
to be spending a lot of time with each other outside of activism as well, such as going out for
drinks, cooking, and celebrating Christmas together.
Affinity groups
The closest relationships formed between those joining Extinction Rebellion are often
between members of affinity groups. An AG is a small group of people within XR who spend
a lot of time together and are often willing to take a similar level of risk. They go to actions
together and hold preparation meetings and debriefs together, supporting each other both
physically and emotionally. Therefore, they typically get to know each other quite well
compared to other members of the movement.
To make it easier to distinguish the different affinity groups, each AG typically chooses a
name. Most of the interviewed rebels are part of my own affinity group, which is called the
Old Bees and was formed during the September Rebellion of 2020. Many of its members
were new to Extinction Rebellion and were grouped up with some experienced rebels to
guide them, based on their similarly low levels of risk-aversion. By grouping up experienced
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and inexperienced rebels, those with more experience were able to calm everyone else down
and help them by sharing stories and providing expertise.
Some of XR Wageningen’s most passionate rebels are part of the Old Bees, which is why
they often recruit new friends who also join the AG. As a result, the group keeps growing,
now consisting of around twenty rebels. This is significantly larger than most other affinity
groups, although it is important to mention that not all of the members are equally involved
in XR. However, even the members who only joined occasionally reported a strong feeling of
affinity towards the other members, saying that they fully trusted them and felt very
comfortable around them during actions.
Honestly, it couldn't be a greater match. I feel very close to them. Before the
September Rebellion, we had two meetings together where we all just sat in
my living room and drank beers and talked about our fears and what scares
us about the upcoming rebellion, how we look like when we're scared, how
we can call each other down, and how we can make each other happy. I
didn't even know where most of them were from, but I knew their feelings,
and I knew they were passionate, and I felt this deep urge to help them.
(Participant 5)
Most of the participants explained that they became less active after the September
Rebellion, but also that they were excited to join again for future rebellions. At the time of
writing, the Spring Rebellion had started, and most of the less active members joined for at
least one of the disruptive actions. Some of the Old Bees, although they were not active
anymore, still signed up for arrestee support to pick up Wageningen rebels after they were
released from jail.
Some of the most active members of the Old Bees group were highly involved in organizing
disobedience actions, together making up the A&L circle. They are responsible for planning
what actions will be done by XR Wageningen, tailoring them to ongoing campaigns and the
underlying narrative, mobilizing participants and required materials, and anything else that
needs be done to make the action happen. According to one member, they also engage in a
lot of networking with other organizations:
We got in contact with Boerengroep, with Otherwise, with RUW, so that they
would organize maybe more legal parts, and then we do an action part to
that, then it gets stronger. It's a lot also about networking and it’s a lot about
finding people and trying to get them involved. (Participant 2)
The A&L circle stated that they were spending a lot of time together, meeting up several times
a week and also spending time with individual members of the circle every day. Over time,
the A&L group became a really close group of friends, spending more time with each other
than most other XR members. As a result, they formed a strong bond, with the social
dynamics of a friend group rather than a professional group. One participant mentioned that
it had become difficult for them to interact with other people outside of Extinction Rebellion,
as activism had become their greatest passion. The lines between activism and their personal
lives became blurred, and they spent much of their free time planning actions as a group.
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In Action and Logistics, most people are also quite good friends. Even when
we are messed up, and we're not in a meeting, we still end up talking about
all the stuff that we talk about in meetings, or the sorts of issues that we're all
focused on, more activism stuff. (Participant 3)
Together, they developed a high level of trust and shared a lot of emotional moments, often
laughing or crying together. Since they were not just seeing each other professionally,
meetings typically went on for several hours and were reportedly really intense, as the friend
group sometimes struggled to keep personal issues out of the activist workspace.
Nevertheless, the A&L members reported that they were happy about their strong bonds, as
this allowed them to communicate much more effectively and challenge each other in
moments of tension. According to the group, their bond enabled them to create much more
effective actions, as they wanted to spend a lot of time together and could not think about
anything but activism.
The people and the environment that you meet in, everybody pushes each
other to think more critically. We basically tried to find ways to reach kind of
common objectives within XR, but it became more than that. We just started
to kind of hang out, to form friendships just between each other. That really
helped the cohesion of the circle and helped us achieve more than if we had
just been together for the cause, because there's more implication, there is
this mix between the social sphere and the XR sphere. The lines are really
blurred, specifically within the A&L group. (Participant 18)
Having such a strong core group within an affinity group can also cause problems, according
to one of the members of the Old Bees. They mentioned that they were starting to feel
disconnected from the affinity group, as others were much more active and thus knew each
other a lot better. They felt somewhat intimidated by the strong connection between the core
A&L circle, which made them feel that they did not fit in, as they were not doing as much as
the other members. Since the A&L core group was also responsible for planning many of the
actions, which involves a relatively high level of secrecy, it was sometimes difficult for noncore members to be involved in action planning, making them feel left out and less important.
Field Diary
While the Old Bees vary in how active they are, with some of them only joining occasionally
and others being highly involved in the organization of actions, I was able to get to know
many of the rebels and became friends with some of them. We met up on several occasions
and also outside of XR related events and meetings. The rebels formed a large network, most
of them knowing each other at least superficially, and many of them being close friends. I
found it easy to connect with the group, as they were open to anyone who shared similar
values and was willing to make an effort to get to know them. We talked a lot about emotions,
our frustration with the state of the world, and how this was affecting our well-being. Overall,
this made my time with XR Wageningen feel very enjoyable, always feeling like I had people
around me who cared about me and wanted to make sure I was feeling well. As one of the
participants mentioned, a lot of us were social outcasts, in a way different from many of our
peers. This brought us a lot closer together, being able to relate to each other better than to
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many of the people we were studying with. We developed a high level of trust, became
friends, and shared many experiences with each other.
While being fun, the casual relationship between the people of Extinction Rebellion also
meant that a lot of the meetings were slow and inefficient, as we never really focused on the
task at hand. Decisions were thus often made slowly, and information only distributed
afterwards in messaging groups I was part of. This ended up being confusing a lot of the
time, as different groups used different messaging services and ended up sharing their news
in several groups at the same time. Nevertheless, the high level of social cohesion is what I
perceived to be one of the main reasons for Extinction Rebellion’s success, as the people
were close and were thus willing to do a lot to support each other in their activism and
sacrifice a lot of time for the movement. For example, when I was released after my first
arrest, I had several people from XR Wageningen waiting outside the police station, and when
I arrived in Wageningen, another person I had interviewed a few days prior was waiting for
me with a home-made smoothie and escorted me back home. It was this sense of community
which made many of the rebels feel at home and motivated them to keep participating in
actions.
However, as some of the rebels mentioned, there were still clear core groups of people
sticking together and partially excluding other members. I met up with the A&L group a few
times, also outside of activism, and was let in on some of the more secret actions. However,
despite my explicit intention to help organizing, I was not invited to any of the meetings.
Although it was said that Extinction Rebellion was a non-hierarchical movement, I could still
feel a clear knowledge-based hierarchy between different XR members, which at one point
made me feel uncomfortable and left out. Even though everyone was generally welcoming
and open-minded, there was still a gap among members based on how passionate they were
about activism and how much time they were willing to spend on it.

4.4 Civil disobedience
A common theme among members of Extinction Rebellion was that they acknowledged the
radical societal changes to the current system needed for our society to become sustainable,
and that lawful tactics of activism are insufficient to bring them about. Therefore,
environmental civil disobedience takes up an important role within the movement. All
respondents were asked to describe some of the actions they had participated in, as well as
the emotions they felt during those moments. The following section will also contain a series
of action photos that capture the embodied experience of XR activists.
Gluing action
According to one participant, many emotions felt by the members of XR are related to actions,
getting especially intense during the stressful moments leading up to an action, during the
action itself, and during the subsequent debriefing meetings. Emotions particularly revolve
around the possible and perceived outcomes of an action.
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One example of this is the gluing action at Wageningen University & Research, which
happened in November of 2020. Six rebels wearing lab coats glued themselves to the
windows of the main university building, targeting the private sector collaborations of the
university, which was being paid to conduct research for big corporations, including Unilever
and Friesland Campina. In its long-term campaign, XR Wageningen had been criticizing the
financial interests of the university, which the group perceived to be more important to the
university than solving the environmental crisis. They also criticized a lack of transparency
about cooperation guidelines the university uses to determine with which companies it is
going to collaborate. After previous actions, the university had made promises to XR
Wageningen, but never kept them. Therefore, the purpose of the gluing action was to raise
public awareness of the issue and demand transparency of the university.
XR Wageningen has been trying to start a dialogue with the university, asking
why all these companies are on campus, why they are collaborating with all
these companies, and what the implications are. Where are their ethical
guidelines? They don't have any, but they have money guidelines. (Participant
5)
The six rebels were glued to the windows for more than nine hours, which was much longer
than they had anticipated. During this time, they felt very vulnerable and lonely: Although they
did not use them, they had to wear diapers for emergency situations. They had to rely on
people to feed them and tell them what was happening around them, as the COVID measures
had forced them to be glued out of sight from each other. According to one rebel, it was
scary to take the spotlight, but it was important for them to make a statement.

Photo 1: Gluing action (XR, 2020)
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Reportedly, it took over three hours for a spokesperson of the university to arrive, which
frustrated the rebels, as they felt that the university did not care about them being there. The
university did not call the police, but after nine hours, told them that if they did not leave, they
would have to pay the costs for leaving the building running, including costs for security
guards. After a whole working day, the rebels left the building, feeling hopeless and ignored.
They did not get the response they had strived for, as gaining the attention of the media was
their main goal. Since they were not arrested, there were no reporters present, making them
feel defeated and not being taken seriously.
Even if you don't reach people one way, you reach them in other ways,
sometimes in really unexpected ones. So even if your official target isn't the
one that responds, you always impact people. I think that's why a lot of
people do it. There are positive results. There are discussions going on after
every action. It makes people think. (Participant 10)

Photos 2 and 3: Chalking action targeting private sector cooperation (XR, 2020)

Although the action did not go as planned, the rebels are going to keep on doing civil
disobedience targeting the university, such as the chalking action depicted above. Even if
they did not reach the group they were targeting, a lot of students saw the action asked
questions, and engaged in constructive discussions. They received a lot of praise from
students who had never thought about the problems that come with businesses being on
campus, and many understood why the rebels had done this action. Even though the actions
are not always successful, there is always a small impact made on other people who witness
Extinction Rebellion for the first time. One participant added that the university appeared to
be more wary of the actions of XR Wageningen now, which shows that it definitely noticed
the gluing action and might be reflecting on it.
At the action we did after that, they had police ready. It was a totally legal
demonstration, but they called the police as soon as they saw us coming. I
think they don't like us a lot and they are quite scared that we will do it again.
And we will. If they don't collaborate in our talks, because we have some
serious points, then we'll do it again. (Participant 5)
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The emotional impact of the first blockade
Not all actions have an impact as low as that of the gluing action. Nearly all participants
indicated that the favorite action they had ever attended was the first mass blockade they
went to. The following section therefore does not refer to a single blocking action, but to
several first actions the rebels experienced.
A blockade is an action during which large groups of rebels get together to block a public
place, such as a road or space in front of a building. For most members of XR Wageningen,
the first mass actions were the Rijksmuseum blockade of 2019, and the business district
blockade of 2020, both set in Amsterdam. During my fieldwork, another blockade took place
in front of the parliament building of in The Hague. In each case, hundreds of rebels were
blocking a street for several hours before they were illegitimately displaced by the police, and
in the most recent case, arrested.

Photo 4: Blockade in Den Haag (XR, 2021)

Participants reported that the first action was always both scary and exciting. The time
leading up to an action, they said, was incredibly stressful, especially during someone’s first
XR event. Many of the new rebels were not used to non-hierarchical decision-making and the
autonomous nature of XR events, which is why they felt somewhat lost in the beginning.
There is a lot of secrecy about the actions beforehand, so that not too much information can
be leaked to the police, which is why many were anxious about the uncertainty, not knowing
what will happen or whether they will be arrested. For international students, which there are
many at XR Wageningen, it can be especially intense, as in the case of arrest, they are more
likely to be mistreated by the police and be threatened to be deferred to immigration services.
It’s usually like two weeks where you don't sleep. It's constantly on your mind
and the night before it is really complicated to deal with. And then once
you're there, all the stress goes away. You feel very light and happy, warm
and very empowered. It works out and then it's just a relief. (Participant 2)
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When an action is going on, then usually there's kind of a moment where
everyone's relaxes a bit. At the beginning of the action, everyone is really
fired up and energetic and going at it. But when the action proceeds, then
sometimes there's just this moment when everyone is just enjoying each
other's company. (Participant 22)
After weeks of preparation, to many activists, the moment of action feels like a big relief.
Many of them said that the stress fell off them immediately, leaving them feeling excited,
happy, and relieved, but also tired and confronted with their feelings. Generally, being
surrounded by like-minded people made them feel empowered and reassured, feeling that
they were part of a big community, surrounded by people who dance, shout, chant, or play
music.
Before the action, there is this build up, you're surrounded by people who
think like you and who are about to block a road with you. You're in this echo
chamber of people who are in the same situation as you, and it is amazing.
(Participant 13)

Photo 5: Chanting XR Wageningen rebels (XR, 2019)

Most of the participants felt a bit nervous about consciously breaking the law for the first time
but being together with hundreds of other rebels doing the same thing also meant that they
felt at ease. One respondent mentioned that, before the police announce the arrest and what
they are precisely going to do with the activists, there is generally a moment of tension, with
some respondents stating that they felt overwhelmed and afraid of what was going to
happen. In the case of the two Amsterdam actions, the police announced that instead of
being arrested, the group was simply going to be displaced in buses, leaving many of the
new rebels relieved and excited about the rest of the action, but also disappointed as their
impact was going to be smaller than they had hoped.
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Photo 6: My first moving blockade in Utrecht (XR, 2021)

Police interactions
In the presence of the police, the main goal was to slow down the arrest or displacement as
much as possible, which means that many rebels will try glue themselves to the ground or
lock themselves in place, as seen in the picture below:

Photo 7: Two rebels with lock-ons (XR, 2021)

Some participants explained that they were surprised by the way the police treated them,
forcefully ripping their glued hands off the streets, or dragging them across the floor. This left
them vulnerable and scared, but also made many of them angry. Especially witnessing police
violence was one of the main reasons for the more active rebels to continue with disobedient
activism.
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It frightened me a bit because being dragged over the floor felt super weird.
And then seeing that happen, really made me aware of how vulnerable you
still are. (Participant 22)
For police interactions, XR is usually well-prepared. Every major action will have a trained
police liaison (photo 8), who is the main contact person for the police and will try to negotiate
with them. The high number of police during the actions, as seen in photo 9, brought up
conflicting feelings in the activists. Some of the rebels felt protected by the police, perceiving
that they were mostly there to ensure their safety and protect them from angry bystanders.
Most, however, felt threatened by the presence of armed police officers, some with dogs or
on horses, and perceived them to be intimidating and unnecessary for such an outspokenly
non-violent event. One of them indicated that they felt treated like terrorists, even though they
were only being disobedient, non-violently and for a cause that they perceived to be crucial
for the survival of humanity.
I know they're just people doing their job but so it's frustrating. It almost feels
as if they're not on the same side as us. (Participant 15)

Photos 8 and 9: Police liaison (left) and police (right) in Den Haag (XR, 2021)

The feelings of members of XR Wageningen towards the Dutch police became particularly
relevant after the kick-off action of the 2021 Spring Rebellion. Different actions took place in
the four biggest cities of the Netherlands, but nearly all of the Wageningen rebels decided to
go to the Utrecht action that day, which also happened to be my first action. Therefore, this
section can serve as a reminder of how difficult it can be to separate my own subjective
experience from that of the participants.
The goal of the action was to swarm the streets of the city in a COVID-proof manner, blocking
individual roads for just a couple of minutes before moving on to the next road. However, the
situation completely escalated when the Utrecht police arrested 110 people, many of whom
had not done anything illegal.
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My group got arrested for not doing anything, we were walking on the
sidewalk. I'm still sort of processing that: Nine hours of your freedom for
walking on the sidewalk. (Participant 17)
Even before the protest began, people were asked to show their IDs, and arrested several
anonymous rebels. According to one participant, despite efforts of the rebels to maintain a
few meters distance from each other, the police kettled them, forcing them together until they
were close enough to be arrested for violation of COVID measures. After that, dozens of
rebels were kept in overcrowded buses despite the fact that they had allegedly been arrested
to prevent the spread of COVID-19. Some of them reported that they were underfed and
denied access to bathrooms for several hours.
It feels like a complete breaching of my rights because the right to protest is
a human right. In the Netherlands explicitly, you are legally allowed to protest.
And I didn't even get a chance to do that. It is just a technical loophole that
the police use as a strategy to prevent any of this happening. (Participant 18)
The respondents expressed their anger at the way the mayor of Utrecht had handled the
situation, presumably in an attempt to discourage the rebels from performing disruptive
actions in Utrecht in the future. They felt that their right to protest had been violated, since
the mayor had used the COVID-19 pandemic as an excuse to stop the protest from
happening and most of them had not been arrested for civil disobedience. The rebels
explained that this only made them more furious, and that they had no intention to refrain
from direct action in the future.
They were really trying to drive the point home that they don't want us to do
this again. And well, that doesn't work, of course, because we want to be
heard. And now people are even more motivated to go to the streets and
make their voices heard. (Participant 19)
During the Utrecht action, the XR Wageningen group was checked for IDs by the police
immediately after we arrived at the meeting location. Three rebels and I had decided not to
bring our identification and stay anonymous in solidarity with undocumented refugees, but
also to avoid potential charges. As a result, the police arrested us before we even made it to
the action. At this point we were still cheerful, singing XR songs and making jokes. This made
us feel strong and hopeful, as if we had the power to fight back and be heard.
You are always fighting, even on your own. But when you're with the others
in the same compromised situation, you feel there's still this element of
solidarity, and it's very visible. And because obviously, you were there next to
me and the other two were upfront singing away. You are constantly
reminded that this is a problem, and this is something that we're all fighting
against. (Participant 18)
We were then brought to the police station, where we were kept under-stimulated and
underfed. Some of us were threatened by the police to transfer us to an immigration facility
and denied medicine we needed to take daily. We were only released the next morning, after
we had been held for 25 hours; this was a few hours after they legally would have had to
release us.
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The main thing that struck me whilst I was locked up is the authority that they
have. I don't think I've ever been physically constrained in my life before. I'm
in no circumstance possible able to escape the situation I'm in right now. I'm
completely powerless in front of a massive institution which is governing me.
So that's where the fear originates from: From the point of arrest, you have
no freedom, there's nothing you can do. I was walking about in the streets
with a couple of flags and as a result the police decided “You don't have
identification; thus, you can't walk around freely.” Well great, that's a fantastic
reason to arrest me, to compromise everything that I'm doing and put me in a
cell. It's extremely, completely disproportionate. (Participant 18)
During the process, we became extremely angry at the police and the government. All of us
felt frustrated that our voices had been silenced and we were behind bars for not carrying a
piece of plastic. It made us aware of the power they had over us, and what little amount of
power we had. During the days after our arrest, we had to process what had happened and
kept sharing our emotions with each other, especially regarding our views on authority.
Emotions related to the police
All of the participants mentioned that they had experienced some kind of contact with the
police, most of them having been arrested before and some of them having been displaced
by the police using buses. If people are arrested instead of simply being displaced, it can
take several hours for everyone to be processed. Most of the time, the atmosphere on a bus
full of arrestees is cheerful, as the rebels are chanting and playing games, supporting each
other and showing solidarity with those who are feeling unwell.
It was a cheerful feeling, it was more about the chants, trying to gather up
momentum, trying to show banners even if we were in the bus. It wasn't too
worrisome to me. (Participant 6)
The experience of being arrested differs significantly based on one’s nationality. Some
participants explained that they were not scared during the situation, but others explained
that they felt extremely uncomfortable. The Dutch rebels mostly described the interactions
with the police as being casual and funny. Internationals, however, often have to deal with
unfriendly police officers, racial discrimination, and illegal threats to be transferred to
immigration detention centers. Several participants stressed their anger at how regularly the
police was breaking their own rules, which made them even more eager to participate in
future actions to overwhelm the system.
The policeman who first came up to me, he said: “If you cooperate, then I
won't have to hurt you.” And I was like, I didn't know you're allowed to hurt
me. (Participant 3)
This especially applies to those rebels who have become witnesses of police violence. Even
though Extinction Rebellion is a non-violent movement, several participants shared
experiences of the police using disproportionate violence against peaceful protesters. While
some of them considered the Dutch police to be more peaceful than that of other countries,
nearly everyone has witnessed unnecessary violence during at least one of the actions. At
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nearly every action, they were manhandling protesters, being unnecessarily rough even to
those who were injured and openly said so.
It makes me feel very scared for my friends that want to put themselves in a
very rough positions because they will be treated bad by police. It happened
again, at the economic affairs protest where two of my friends were dragged
by their lock-ons. They were just dragged across the ground and I was just
like, that's not allowed. I mean I can always step in front of the police and
protect them against it, but then I will be punched in the face and
prosecuted. (Participant 5)

Photo 10: Police carrying a rebel (XR, 2021)

Many rebels expressed their anger at the police willingly and repeatedly breaking their own
rules and trying to cover this up in order to not be held accountable. Several participants
mentioned that the police were trying to keep their violent behavior out of sight of the public.
As a result, the police were typically able to get away with a lot of inappropriate behavior.
And the scary thing was during the arrest, the police kind of blocked all the
views for the bystanders, and they kept out the media, they were pushing
them away. And that made me feel very unsafe, because then there is no
matter of social control anymore. It feels like have this kind of free pass to do
whatever they want because you get very aware of the kind of power
difference there is at that moment. (Participant 20)
Based on the experiences of the participants, there are clear differences in how people are
being treated by the police. Social and ethnic minorities, such as people of color and
members of the LGBTQ+ community, were especially at risk to become the victims of police
violence.
But then I saw another policeman grabbing a Turkish girl by the throat. There
is police brutality. Of course, everyone started filming and tried to protect her,
but she was so angry and so sad. And I saw this happen and I also felt really
angry and really sad. (Participant 22)
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Photo 11: A bully trying to steal my candy (XR, 2021)

After having made negative experiences with the police, the feelings of the participants
towards the police were often mixed. Personally, most of them were treated well by the police
as long as they had been treating each other with mutual respect. At the same time, the
participants often acknowledged their own privilege, which led them to be treated more
respectfully by the police and felt bad for the less privileged members of the movement. The
participants mostly felt sad about individual police officers, as they were often just doing their
jobs and following orders, even if the police disagreed with what they were ordered to do.
Only a few participants actually felt protected by the police and had the feeling that they were
standing up for them. Without exception, those were people who had become less active
within Extinction Rebellion over time, as they also did not feel that civil disobedience was
necessary to achieve a system change or did not perceive the system to be corrupt enough
to require immediate changes.

Photo 12: XR Wageningen rebels being arrested in Den Haag (XR, 2021)
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However, the most active participants were those who actively opposed to the existence of
the police as an institution. These were often the rebels who had witnessed the most severe
forms of police brutality or discrimination, and they felt that the police were not protecting
them, but the status quo that the movement was trying to fight against.
These police officers are not here to protect you. They're supposed to
protect white people. They're supposed to protect straight people. They're
supposed to protect corrupt politicians, and I do not trust any of them
anymore. They're here to protect the system that they are in. And if you do
not agree with that system, they will be against you. (Participant 5)
These rebels criticized how Extinction Rebellion, as a non-violent movement, was protecting
the police. According to them, most people within the movement did not recognize how
problematic the institution was, as it openly prevented them from protesting climate injustice.
When you experience violence, and when you are aware of this violence, it is
really complicated to identify with a movement who protects also the police.
(Participant 2)
The illegality of civil disobedience
When asked about what it felt like to break the law in the fight for climate justice, there were
big differences in how the rebels responded. Some of them indicated to feel nervous about
breaking the law. They were concerned about getting a criminal record, especially for those
who wanted to work in fields such as medicine or law. Breaking the law for the first time,
according to one participant, was always hard, but over time it got easier for most people.
Others also indicated that in principle, they would not mind getting arrested, but found it to
be inconvenient and unnecessary, preferring to just step out and go home if given the chance.
The first time getting arrested was really intense. And then after that, I sort of
accepted the idea. If this is what society thinks it is, then so be it. I still very
strongly believe that what I am doing is the right thing. (Participant 17)
On the other hand, most participants described a sense of pride when doing civil
disobedience. While being arrested is not necessarily the end goal, one participant mentioned
that this meant that the action had been successfully carried through until the end. The impact
on the system was much bigger in the case of arrest, which is why they had felt disappointed
when it was announced that they were not going to be arrested. Generally, however, it made
the respondents feel strong and empowered, giving them the feeling that they could make a
political impact. Breaking the law together with many like-minded people gave them an
adrenaline boost and made them feel that they were fighting for the right cause. The higher
the risk of arrest during an action, the more thrilling it felt to the participants. As the rebels
got used to the feeling of breaking the law, they started to become less affected by it.
Therefore, over time, many of them gradually increased the amount of risk they were willing
to take in order to keep up the thrilling feeling. While the big mass actions were the most
exciting for people joining for the first time, the more active participants tended to prefer small
scale actions because they felt more intense and gave them more adrenaline.
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Every time you get arrested, you are proving to yourself that you are right.
Every time you get arrested for something that you believe in, and the state
arrest you and says “No, you shouldn't be protesting this, you shouldn't be
walking the street”, it shows you are oppressed. (Participant 14)
However, the most active respondents did not just participate in actions for the adrenaline
rush, but because they stood behind what they were doing. According to them, every time
they were arrested for non-violently fighting for climate justice, this proved to them that the
state was not supporting them. The fact that what they were doing was illegal, even though
they did not do any harm, while companies and politicians were getting away with actions
harming the planet and threatening countless of lives, showed that their actions were justified.

Photo 13: Climbing during an action – adrenaline? (XR, 2021)

Field Diary
How the practices of Extinction Rebellion are experienced depends on the individual
members. Especially the civil disobedience experiences are so unique that it is difficult to
compare them. Every action is different – a large symbolic action is experienced significantly
differently from a small disruptive one, and a successful action feels different than an
unsuccessful one. For example, during the interviews, most participants who had
participated in the gluing action expressed that they had felt disappointed by the outcome.
However, when I talked to someone else outside of the interviews, that person told me that
they had actually felt that they had been able to reach out to a lot of students and were
satisfied with the results. This shows the limits of the interviews: by only talking to a limited
number of rebels, it is impossible to capture all of their individual experiences.
Similarly, most rebels talked about the positive emotional experience of their first action,
having felt very nervous beforehand, but feeling relieved once the action had commenced.
While many felt nervous about breaking the law for the first time, afterwards they felt excited
and empowered. However, as already mentioned, my personal experience of my first action,
a moving blockade in Utrecht, was completely different.
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Like the participants, I could barely focus on my work and felt nervous and distracted during
the days leading up to the action. Within our affinity group, we gathered to get to know each
other and plan what we were going to do. This made me feel relieved, as I knew that I was
not going to be alone that day and that other people would take care of me. Nevertheless,
the night before we went to Utrecht, I suffered a panic attack because I could not predict
what was going to happen and how it was going to affect me. On the day of the action, when
we were immediately arrested for not carrying our IDs and subsequently kept in a cell for 25
hours, I became quite traumatized. The days after the action, I had the constant feeling that
someone was following me, and even months later, I am still having nightmares. No account
of another person’s experience could have prepared me for my time in jail, and it felt
significantly more intense than any of the stories I had been told by others.
On the one hand, the Utrecht action shows that it is sometimes hard to separate my own
experiences from those of the participants, as they were talking about events that I had
experienced myself. On the other hand, it shows that experiences are something deeply
personal, and hearing about an experience is not the same thing as experiencing it yourself.
During my arrest, I also developed a deep hatred towards the police as an institution, a feeling
which was shared by many of the rebels I interviewed. Anger and frustration with the system
became my main motivation for continuing to do activism and were fueled by every
interaction with the police.
From the results, it followed that many of the rebels were driven by anger at the system while
others felt anxious and were mostly grieving. Some indicated that they were not emotional at
all and only acted because it was the rational thing to do. Similar to how the individual rebels
make different experiences when becoming a part of Extinction Rebellion, the emotions they
feel can thus differ quite significantly and therefore cannot easily be quantified. Like many of
the interviewed rebels, I feared the consequences of our current actions and worried about
the future of our planet. Once I joined, I felt less alone with my fears because I now had people
around me who shared them. Initially, like others, I felt empowered and more hopeful. This
did not last, however, as my hope for a more just world shattered after my arrest during the
first action.
My emotions only became stronger when I became a witness of police brutality. During a
blockade in Den Haag, a woman was punched in the face by a police officer for seemingly
no reason, and one of our friends was beaten up by the police simply for initiating a lock-on.
Right before that, I had been pushed to the ground by a police officer for trying to open a
tube of glue, without having committed a crime. Later, a black bystander was arrested simply
for asking the police why they were arresting hundreds of non-violent protesters. We were
filming this for evidence and then saw how the police escorted the man into a corner barely
visible to us so that there would not be any evidence of what they were doing. We became
extremely angry and surprised of the systemic racism we had witnessed, shouting at the
police to let the man go. Being confronted with the powerlessness in the face of the police,
which was fighting to protect the current unjust system, I realized how unbelievably small our
chances were. While most of us were treated well by the police, experiences like this made
us even more aware of our privilege and strengthened our desire to fight for change. Every
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time most of us were confronted with police brutality, this only added fuel to our anger. As a
result, we became more willing to be disobedient in the future. Months later, I no longer
participate in actions to make a change, as I have lost the initial hope. Now, I act to channel
my growing rage, feel connected with like-minded people, and to prove myself that we are
still trying.

4.5 Emotions
The participants were asked at several points of the interview to describe the emotions they
were feeling, both towards the climate crisis as well as in regard to the movement. Their
responses have been grouped into different categories, which have been summarized in this
section.
Climate anxiety
When asked to describe their emotional journey towards becoming an XR activist, most
interviewees indicated that they had experienced climate anxiety, which they described as a
constant feeling of fear resulting from climate change. Climate anxiety was not explicitly
mentioned in the interview questions but was still mentioned by nearly all participants. A lot
of them were quite stressed and scared for their future due to the climate crisis, constantly
being aware of it during their everyday activities and thus not being able to live a carefree life.
Several interviewees also reported having had panic attacks because of the climate crisis,
and other mental problems related to it. They were engaging in activism because they were
deeply worried and scared of the consequences of environmental destruction.
I'm chaining myself to economic affairs because I'm deathly afraid. If I just
knew the facts, then I wouldn't be doing this. If I didn't feel it, I wouldn't be
doing it. But I feel the pressure, the intensity of the problem. So that's often
not understood. They keep calling us leftist jobless scum for some reason. I
have a job. And it isn't an issue of left or right. Whether you're left or right, the
earth will burn. (Participant 5)
Being overly aware of the problem, but not being able to do anything to solve it, only
enhanced the climate anxiety of the participants. Many of them indicated that they felt
powerless, as their individual consumption behavior was only marginally able to make an
impact and was never sufficient for achieving systemic changes. They felt surrounded by
people who did not care enough, which made them feel isolated and alone in wanting to
solve the climate crisis. Before they joined Extinction Rebellion, many of them felt depressed,
as their studies allowed them to see the bigger picture and thus the severity of the crisis, but
also made them aware of their inability to prevent it.
The impact of joining Extinction Rebellion
After joining XR Wageningen, many of the rebels initially felt excited. Being disobedient felt
good, making them feel like they could actually do something about the climate crisis. They
were happy to help, even if the changes were going to be small. By participating in direct
action, they felt that they could show others that there were still people out there who have
hope and want to change things, which they hoped would inspire more people to take action
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as well. For many of them, the more actions they joined and the more injustice they
experienced, the more willing they were to take high risk actions, both to combat the injustice
but also to keep experiencing the adrenaline rush. Even though most of them were not entirely
optimistic, they appreciated the feeling of doing the things the liked for a cause they
considered important.

Photo 14: Dancing rebels in Den Haag (XR, 2021)

But when I started getting more and more involved and I started, like taking
up roles and responsibilities for organizing actions, for organizing meetings,
mobilizing people, speaking to people, doing outreach, all of that stuff, I
started to lose that hopelessness and that feeling of just despair all the time.
(Participant 9)
More importantly, however, most of the participants stressed the sense of community that
Extinction Rebellion provided them. Having felt desperate and alone before, meeting people
who were in the same position made them feel validated and happy. They repeatedly
mentioned the ‘Wageningen Bubble’, a running joke among the university students that they
were all very similar people with similar ideals, and that stepping outside of this bubble would
feel like a culture shock.
So that's also part of why I joined XR because if you are not represented, you
should just represent yourself by taking action. The actions I went to felt very
empowering because you're with people who have the same ideals. You just
feel like everybody understands each other. (Participant 21)
Being with similar people made some of the activists feel empowered. They felt that working
together with people who shared the same goals, they could more effectively contribute to
the climate debate and make some kind of difference, albeit a small one.
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Photo 15: Rebel with a megaphone – empowerment? (XR, 2021)

This gave them a lot of energy, as they were finally able to do something about their situation
rather than just feeling anxious about the climate crisis. Even those who still felt pessimistic
about the climate crisis, being together with like-minded people meant that they were feeling
supported and understood.
Well, I guess, that more of the feeling, I'm actually doing something, you
know, like, I'm not sitting around being angry about it, and having this feeling
of not being able to change anything, but actually doing something, you
know, getting a bit active. That gives me a good feeling. (Participant 15)
However, not all the respondents indicated that joining Extinction Rebellion made them feel
hopeful and empowered. The majority of them admitted that they were feeling hopeless, not
being able to make a big enough difference. They felt that the government was not
representing them, that people did not care enough about the issue, and that they were not
being taken seriously. Many became deeply frustrated for different reasons, such as the false
promises and inaction of politicians, the lack of focus on systemic issues, the indifference of
people towards the climate crisis, the way no one respected the activists for caring about the
issue, and the fact that their actions were barely making an impact.
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Photo 16: Politicians continuously missing the climate goals (XR, 2021)

When I was young, I thought we were talking about this, so we've got this
covered, we're working on it. But then, growing up and stepping into the
adult world, I realized that this was just talk and no action at all. I felt really let
down and disillusioned, just sad and frustrated and mad at the world. The
need for action came out of frustration. (Participant 14)
After having participated in many actions, and seeing that still nothing has changed, many of
the rebels became increasingly hopeless and pessimistic, not really believing that they were
going to be successful anymore. They felt that the empowerment they were feeling had just
been an illusion, and much of their optimism and enthusiasm went away as they realized that
the scientific facts meant that we were most likely not going to solve the climate crisis.
And joining XR gave me a bit of that feeling at first. But I realized also
sometimes with activism, that it's not really ever enough. (Participant 17)
They realized that even though their activism might make a very small difference, it was never
going to be enough unless a much higher number of people started to participate in direct
action. They began seeing the whole picture, and that everything they did was just going to
present a tiny part of the solution, never enough unless systemic changes were going to be
made.
And then in my studies, you keep seeing more problems, more issues, that
people are damaging the earth and exploitation is everywhere, you dive into
soil pollution, water pollution, air pollution, and it just keeps stacking up. And
then you're thinking that this is so much, we cannot tackle all these problems.
And then you get into a state of feeling helpless: we cannot really do anything
about this. (Participant 17)
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Photo 17: Green rebels breathing air from a plant backpack (Source: XR, 2021)

One participant explained that within XR Wageningen, they noticed two different kinds of
hopelessness people were experiencing. A few people’s hopelessness led them to become
increasingly nihilistic. They considered the ship to be sinking and started going to actions for
fun, not believing that it would make a difference, but just for the adrenaline rush. Most
became deeply sad about their inability to change anything and sought out the company of
others within Extinction Rebellion in order to feel less lonely in their despair. With funeral
marches, die-ins, and the grief circles, they tried to express their sadness about the
environmental situation, and tried to share these emotions with each other.

Photo 18: Die-in at Wageningen University (XR, 2020)

What most of them had in common was a feeling of anger. Some were visibly furious, others
felt more of a calm, passive anger, but nearly all participants shared a deep feeling of rage.
They felt angry because even though the science was clear, we were still not making the
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necessary changes to avoid a climate catastrophe. Rather than paraphrasing what the
participants said, the underlying feeling of rage shared by nearly all rebels can best be
understood through the following direct quote, which is powerful enough to stand by itself:
Why civil disobedience? Because I have been in marches, in legal demos, I
have signed my pretty little name on all these fucking petitions. Civil
disobedience is because they are hurting my planet. This is my mom. And
apparently, they don't want to listen to some angsty teenagers that sign
petitions. So then it will be angsty teenagers that will block roads, that will
sabotage the shit out of all your factories, that will blow up pipelines. And just
disobey, because I feel this deep need of having to do something right now.
If we don't do something right now about it, we will panic in 20 years when
the world is burning up. So we need to move to zero emissions now. This is
my Earth. I'm done with sitting inside and signing petitions. I'm going to show
everyone how fucking angry I am by locking myself to a fence or something.
Apparently, that is necessary. And it is also very weird that I have to lock
myself to a fence to get attention for this. But apparently it is necessary, and I
will do it. I'm too angry and I'm too scared for my mom. (Participant 5)
Coping with climate emotions
Rather than being overwhelmed by their emotions and giving up on trying to solve the climate
crisis, many rebels chose to turn to Extinction Rebellion and practice disobedience. Even if
they were hopeless, they felt that it was better to put their negative emotions into action rather
than just passively watching the planet burn down. Focusing on practical things and being
involved in direct action served as a distraction from the anger, fear, and hopelessness. As
they gained more action experience, some rebels mentioned that they became more
emotionally numb, not thinking about the climate crisis as much as they were just focusing
on acting.
I'm not sitting around being angry about it and having this feeling of not being
able to change anything, but actually doing something. (Participant 15)
Some of them used direct action as a means to cope with their feelings and process their
traumatic experiences, while others simply used it as a distraction so that they would not
have to feel the negative emotions. One participant mentioned that they were blocking their
empathy when talking to emotional rebels, as they did not want to admit to sharing the same
feelings. They were constantly being confronted with the science behind the climate crisis,
so acting helped them not having to think about its implications.
I could not really live with myself, but sometimes I feel a bit selfish because of
that. Because I feel like the reason why I'm doing XR is not because I actually
that I want to save the climate, I have kind of given up on that. But it's kind of
to save my own conscious. (Participant 13)
Some of the participants that were feeling hopeless about solving the climate crisis also
mentioned that they were engaging in direct action as a way of relieving their guilt. Even
though they did not really believe that acting made a big difference, they felt better about
trying to do something about it rather than simply giving up. They joined Extinction Rebellion
so that they could not blame themselves for not contributing to the solution of the crisis in
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the future. Especially when comparing themselves to famous climate activists, they felt that
they had previously not been doing enough. In joining XR, they got rid of this guilt and used
this as a motivation to become an activist.
We never really know how much impact things we do are going to have. But I
just think it's important to keep trying at least. In a way, it sort of reduces my
feeling of helplessness towards such a big problem. Right. (Participant 17)

Photo 18: The Red Rebels symbolizing the blood we share with all species (XR, 2021)

4.6 Regenerative culture
A lot of negative emotions can be triggered during an action. Extinction Rebellion recognizes
that the fight for climate justice can cause a lot of trauma in its rebels. Many of the participants
mentioned their own mental problems, as well as having met people who were suffering from
climate- and activism-related mental illness and post-traumatic stress.
I know a lot of people that went through psychosis and trauma and problems
because of activist movements. Like I know a guy who got into mania, where
he thought that he had to change the world. (Participant 12)
The hopelessness and despair that come from climate anxiety, being confronted with police
violence, as well as the stress of taking illegal direct action, cause a lot of members of XR to
seek out therapy in order to process their experiences. In order to help struggling rebels, XR
Netherlands provides therapists, who offer their services free of charge.
XR’s effort to ensure the well-being of its rebels, however, begins well before the offering of
professional therapy. One of the main distinguishing features of Extinction Rebellion
compared to other climate movements is its focus on building a regenerative culture that is
“healthy, resilient, and adaptable” (XR Global, 2021). Therefore, it is an integral part of
Extinction Rebellion that the rebels undertake radical self-care, community care, and planet
care.
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Regenerative culture is a way of living, and living together, the culture change
that we would like to see in the world. Instead of this hyper-competitive
culture that we have in the Western culture, where we see each other as
competitors and we only think about ourselves, we would like to shift to a
culture of caring for yourself first, and then giving the rest to your friends,
your family, your community, and also to the earth. You have self care, you
have community care, you have earth care, and within all of that, is this care
for nature. Regen with Extinction Rebellion is mainly about processing our
emotions and giving everyone space to breathe and to process our grief. And
Extinction Rebellion is quite a place of grief. Even though we look all happydappy in our blockades and music and dancing and bloody blood, we're all
griefing pretty bad for the earth. (Participant 5)
Relationships between the rebels, as well as to the outside, are considered highly important,
with empathy being one of the most valued characteristics many rebels strive for. Also, a lot
of emphasis is placed on one’s connection with the earth. A recurring theme is that of
grounding, which describes the process of connecting oneself with the roots of the earth and
becoming aware of one’s position in the universe, imbuing one with a deep sense of security
and interconnectedness.
I always try to connect to the feeling of oneness with the earth. Everything
might feel bad, but nature is still working, and still going on. Still working your
ass off being beautiful as hell. So it's not all ruined yet. That's what I try to
relate to. (Participant 5)
Regenerative culture (regen) is a substantial part of many of the actions XR Netherlands
organizes, and nearly all meetings and actions have a regen part to them. XR Wageningen
also has a regen circle in which people who care about spreading a regenerative culture can
get together to organize the regenerative parts of XR Wageningen events.

Photo 19: Legal XR demonstration about climate emotions (XR, 2021)

Examples of regen initiatives in Wageningen included a talking circle about climate emotions
such as eco-anxiety and dreaming sessions in which participants got together to imagine a
better world. In creating arts, poetry, and music together, traumatized individuals can find a
place to heal within Extinction Rebellion.
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I was really worried about my friends. And that really taught me that I want to
do a well-being role if there's people that I care about in this action. Because
it’s very important to me to know that they're alright. (Participant 5)
Well-being is an important part of Extinction Rebellion and the strive towards a regenerative
culture. Some of the most empathic rebels will therefore choose to support and ensure the
well-being of other rebels. While rebels are encouraged to take care of themselves first, but
designated well-being people are typically present at every action. Their job is to make sure
that everybody is doing okay, that people eat and drink, and that they feel comfortable being
part of the action.

Photo 20: Meditation during a blockade (XR, 2021)

Before actions, affinity groups also often talk about triggers, certain things that could happen
that cause individuals to panic, and how they can be helped when they are feeling scared or
unwell.
What really helps is the care from the well-being people who really make you
stop, think, and feel, and have a minute to just sit down and talk or have
someone listen to you. Or something as simple as getting something to eat
and drink. It’s a bit of a break in a demonstration. Somehow, even if you're
still right in the middle of it. It gets like a moment of calm and of deliberation
for yourself. (Participant 10)
Talking about emotions
Within Extinction Rebellion, people are strongly encouraged to be open about their emotions.
There is a strong consensus that the emotions people are feeling are valid and that it is normal
to feel strongly about something. Even those who claim to be more rational than emotional
accept that others may become emotional about certain topics. Rather than condemning
strong feelings, rebels are encouraged to talk about them and openly share what is on their
minds.
Some people are really into the more emotional part. And that's really nice,
because I never really thought about it myself. And then you kind of feel
exposed, you feel challenged to discover yourself in that way and to discover
those emotions that you didn't feel before. (Participant 13)
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Most of the participants mentioned the importance of creating an emotional safe space, in
which people felt that they could openly talk about their feelings without being judged. At the
beginning of every meeting, the rebels start with a check-in and end with a check-out, in
which room is given for every participant to share what is on their mind. After actions, the
rebels typically get together with their affinity groups and other people who were involved, in
order to have a debrief. The purpose of a debrief is to reflect on the action. People are given
the space to talk about how they experienced the action without being judged for their
feelings. They talk about what went well and what did not and receive the time to process
their emotions in a trustful group setting.
One, it's okay to feel these emotions. Two, you better deal with your
emotions in the setting of XR and with people that are feeling the same.
Three, you're encouraged to show your emotions to others. (Participant 7)
Since the movement attempts to eliminate hierarchies as much as possible, it was important
to the participants to create a space free of oppression, in which they felt like they could say
whatever was on their mind and still be respected by everyone else. By sharing both positive
and negative emotions, over time, the bond between the rebels got stronger, as they
developed a high level of trust and commitment to each other. They also emphasized that it
was crucial to get to know each other on a deep personal level, as quite a few were not used
to opening up to strangers and talking openly about emotions was a skill they had to learn
first. Over time though, most people started to open up and became comfortable sharing
how they were feeling.
Once you notice that everyone respects each other, is accepting and
supporting, and not judging you for how you feel, a lot of people tend to
open up more. (Participant 10)
What really helped the creation of emotional safe spaces was that within Extinction Rebellion,
the rebels found people with similar life experiences who shared their feelings about the
climate crisis. Being with like-minded people made it a lot easier for them to open up about
their own climate emotions.
I think it's still really important to talk about it together and also with other
people, sort of finding that same sense of, like, well, we're pretty fucked.
(Participant 17).
At the same time, however, some of the typically less emotional participants felt
uncomfortable because of this, as they found that the sharing of emotions was affecting them
more than they had expected. Seeing other people cry also made them feel sad, and thus
sharing emotions felt confronting.
Feelings can be very infectious. When everybody around you is excited about
the action that you're about to do, you hype each other up. But when the
majority of your group is crying afterwards, you just get sad as well, because
everybody around you is sad. (Participant 1)
Most participants appreciated that XR was the first environmental movement opening up
about the grief aspects of the climate crisis. Therefore, they found that the movement was
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attracting many people who felt strongly about the issue and gave them a platform to talk
and process their grief. Due to the like-mindedness of XR rebels, the participants found that
shared emotions were playing an important role within the movement.

Photo 21: Green rebels sharing climate emotions (XR, 2021)

The rebels were able to understand each other without having to explain their feelings all the
time, unlike in interactions with people who were not part of XR. A lot of the rebels noticed
that they shared very similar emotions about climate change, which is why it was easy for
them to relate to each other. It made them feel less lonely in dealing with the climate crisis
and created a strong sense of community between the rebels.
After I joined Extinction Rebellion, this whole bubble just burst and I had five
panic one week, because everything was feeling so bad. But I now have all
these people around me who feel the same, and who realize the effect of
climate change on the world. And it's really nice to say that you feel the
pressure, and someone will just listen to you and know exactly what you
mean. It kept me more secure in what I do. (Participant 5)
Field Diary
During most actions, I decided to take on a wellbeing role, as I tend to worry about the people
around me and felt the urge to take care of them. Doing wellbeing was easy: I always carried
snacks and water for my fellow rebels, checked in on their feelings, and offered them
cigarettes if they craved them. Even without any action experience, this made me feel valued
and appreciated, and seeing the grateful smiles of the activists was one of the best feelings
I have ever experienced. Caring for them made me feel connected to all the people of XR and
was a highlight during my fieldwork.
Extinction Rebellion’s emphasis on sharing one’s feelings made it significantly easier to talk
about my emotions and taught me how to cope with negative feelings of hate and frustration
that came along with being an activist. In the ‘Wageningen Bubble’, I felt safe, respected, and
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understood, which made my situation a lot more bearable. Together, my new rebel friends
and I had several dreaming sessions and discussions of our ideal society, in which we shared
our feelings towards the current system and supported each other in our frustration. As
someone who has been deeply concerned with social and political issues for all his
adolescence, this came as a big relief, as for the first time in my life, I felt that I had people
who shared my interests and got emotional over the same issues. Sharing our feelings helped
me cope with my anger and allowed me to get to the rebels on a much deeper level than
members of other organizations I have been a part of. Even in other parts of my life, I have
begun checking in on the feelings of the people around me and becoming much more
sensitive to signs that the person I am talking to is not doing well. Alongside the direct actions
which we continue to participate in, many of us now try to spread regenerative ideals in our
everyday lives.

4.7 Personal life
As a last question, the participants were asked how being a part of Extinction Rebellion has
influenced their personal lives. Many of the rebels indicated that joining XR had helped them
see the bigger picture. They started to understand the scope of the problem better and that
it was reaching much further than just biodiversity loss and pollution.
I basically realized that if you're doing ecology and you're doing biodiversity
science, everybody already knows biodiversity is falling apart. You can study
that all we like, but if you don't change the root causes of it, then it's still
going to happen. And so yeah, it's definitely changed the way I perceive
[climate change]. (Participant 3)
They became more aware of the root causes of the climate crisis and thus often moved away
from the environmental sciences aspect of climate change and towards the underlying social
issues. Being a part of XR had sharpened their critical thinking skills and made them more
sensitive to injustice caused by the government and private corporations.
I learned way more about the social aspects of climate change and how
deeply rooted and connected to things like fascism and racism it actually is.
That really struck me because it’s not just about tackling climate change,
because you can do that by stopping airplanes from flying. It's so connected
with tons of other problems in this world, and then it makes it such a more
difficult task and problem to fix. And that's very daunting and very scary.
(Participant 13)
Many of the rebels found that the climate crisis could not be solved through individual
consumption changes. Instead, they realized that systemic changes stepping away from
capitalism were necessary in order to create a more just society.
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Photo 22: XR Wageningen action against overconsumption (XR, 2020)

Dealing with criticism
Many of the participants also mentioned that they had also started to carry their new ideals
to the outside. They began talking to their families, friends, and strangers about the climate
crisis and its interrelated issues.
I'm more vocal to my friends, for example, or my housemates about the
severity of these things. And I think I'm better able to bring that across with
the urgency it deserves. (Participant 7)
As a consequence, many of the activists had to deal with a lot of criticism from others. During
actions, annoyed bystanders often criticized the disobedience of XR for targeting the wrong
people, as disruptive actions such as roadblocks usually affected innocent civilians.
However, the activists would respond that civil disobedience was a form of activism
historically proven to be effective and that it would ultimately benefit the greater good. They
felt sorry for the affected civilians, but also considered this to be inevitable collateral damage,
whose necessity the critics failed to see.
Our disobedience also impacts individuals and just people going to work and
the employees of buildings that we're occupying. And that is not our goal. It’s
kind of like collateral damage, and we try to make up for it. The reason why it
angers them is because they are stuck in the system. (Participant 1)
The rebels were aware that by being disobedient, they were putting themselves in a visible
and vulnerable position, and that there were always going to be people who disagree with
what they were doing. Most of them were more than willing to take on this role, as they
considered this to be necessary for changing the public perception of the climate crisis.
This one of the main issues in activism, you have to accept that you will be
criticized the whole time. I'm not doing this for people to agree with me,
because I know that they will not agree with me. But after the action, they
think about it. And after some time, this creates change, but you kind of
accept that you will be always this person pointed out. Always. (Participant 2)
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Some participants, on the other hand, indicated that criticism from bystanders sometimes
made them doubt themselves, as they felt unsure if what they were doing was actually
benefitting the people whom they thought they were helping.
But as soon as you're there, you're blocking the road. There are passersby
and they're critiquing you, or the press, and they're like, asking you difficult
questions. And you really sometimes just start to doubt yourself. (Participant
13)
The rebels also received a lot of criticism from friends who did not understand why they were
doing activism. They were often looked down upon, being accused of radicalizing and going
too far in the fight for their beliefs.
It was pretty tough, especially with some friends of mine, within the Dutch,
non-activist world. We haven't done activism in the Netherlands for a while,
so that was a new thing. And my friends really did not understand me in the
beginning, like, you're going on the streets, you want to get arrested, what
the fuck are you doing? (Participant 14)
However, most of them were adamant in convincing their critics that their approach was
necessary. They often referred to countless historic examples of civil disobedience creating
social change. Even though they were constantly questioned by those who believed in
obedient activism, the rebels persisted and continued to be disruptive.
They say that if you do these protests, and if you sit on the road, you're not
going to actually get the people you need on your side. And it's this whole
thing of people-pleasing that they think is necessary. They come from a place
of privilege, and you really need to put people in their place when they start
telling you that you have to do it in a different way. No, this is the only thing
that makes change. So just learn a bit of history and then we can have this
conversation again. (Participant 9)
Participants also mentioned that they were aware that other people would have opinions that
differed from theirs and respected that different approaches to activism could be successful.
They sometimes had to remind themselves that other people had acquired different sets of
knowledge and experiences and therefore had not considered the urgency of the climate
crisis and the necessity of direct action.
I would like to be able to go in conversation with people who see things
differently. I do not blame them in a way on a personal level for having
different convictions than I have. (Participant 20)
On the other hand, some rebels also reported to have a lot of people around them supporting
their actions. To them, having a strong support network was important because it reinforced
their belief that what they were doing was right, and gave them the confidence to keep on
protesting. They were aware of their privilege, as they knew of many other rebels whose
families and friends did not support them, which came with a higher sense of doubt and made
it more difficult for them to stay motivated. The same can be said for supportive bystanders
during action. One participant mentioned that most civilians affected by a blockade became
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angry and vocal, but occasionally, people would be understanding and show their support.
This validated the feelings of the rebels and gave them a lot of energy.
We were singing songs and those chants. Some people tried to teach the
children on the other side of the river, yelling “Extinction”, and then they
would sing “Rebellion”. When everyone was taken away, I did that again and
they answered, it was really cute. I was laying down on the ground and they
still did it. That was all of my wholesomeness for the day. They were so
enthusiastic. Their father was explaining everything, they asked him many
questions. They were running around, yelling “Extinction Rebellion”. And it's
nice to see people inspired by us, they'll probably look it up and maybe want
to fight for it as well sometime in the future. (Participant 19)
Becoming a lifelong activist
Many of the participants felt that joining Extinction Rebellion has changed their lives in
significant ways. Within XR, they found a community of like-minded people who share the
same passion for the environment and its inhabitants.
Extinction Rebellion has basically made me an anarchist. And it sounds bad.
But it does open my eyes to the fact that people are fucking amazing. People
are lovely and caring and people will do will go great lengths to help you. It is
just the system that we are in that represses this, represses this care that we
have for each other and for nature. Where everything has to be measured and
everything has to be efficient, and everything has to be emotionless
(Participant 5)
I've got friends now. (Participant 13)
As they started participating in more disruptive actions, they were viewed as radical
environmentalists, but this did not deter them from doing civil disobedience. Even though
they often faced criticism, they were convinced that their actions were justified and required
if they wanted to reach a more just society.
My ideas and perspective on the world have really changed. Talking to my
parents or friends from childhood, they're like, oh you're such a different
person now. And I've also lost some friends because of that. I've sort of
come to the point that I'm embracing that, so yeah ... I radicalized.
(Participant 17)
One participant recalled seeing several people around them who got lost in activism and
could not think of anything else. Some of them became traumatized by their experiences and
struggled to deal with the feelings of despair that came with becoming activists in a system
that did not care about the environment. Others became so passionate about making a
change that they forgot to take care of themselves.
I know a lot of people that went through psychosis and trauma and problems
because of activist movements. Like I know a guy who got into mania, where
he thought that he had to change the world. And I see these people, you
know? (Participant 12)
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The community of XR became the most important points of social contact for some of the
most active rebels, which is why their activist and everyday lives became impossible to
separate.
Especially when it gets closer and closer to planning actions, and you're
spending a lot of time thinking about planning actions. And that's, that's
where your head is that it gets harder and harder to talk about anything but
activism stuff and nothing but actions. So even when I'm hanging around
with friends aren't anything to do with XR or activism there's a certain
disconnect there, it's kind of like, your head can't go anywhere but here.
(Participant 3)
Many of the participants could not imagine ever retiring from activism, as they developed a
deep care for the issues which they considered important. They felt the responsibility to act
and despite having lost a lot of their hope for a better future, they did not want to give up.
Some of them also began protesting for other causes as well, such as University Rebellion:

Photo 23: University Rebellion action (XR, 2021)

Becoming an activist changed the way they looked at the world. Some of them said that they
felt alienated from their previous lives, the society they lived in, as well as their friends and
families.
You realize how far away you are from someone who has never experienced
this or who would never even consider putting themselves in that situation. It
proves how far you drift off. (Participant 14)
The rebels felt that they had learned a lot from each other and carried this into their personal
lives. They became more aware of their everyday decisions, and how their choices were
impacting the world around them. Even in their lives outside of activism, they retained many
of the ideals and values that they had acquired while interacting with other activists sharing
the feeling of longing for a better world. Although they did not necessarily identify with
Extinction Rebellion as such, which they considered to be more of a means to an end, many
of them came to identify as lifelong activists.
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What I'm doing with XR, and activism in general just becomes your life, your
entire life. It's everywhere, always in your head. It's everything that you're
doing. (Participant 2)
Field Diary
From the interviews, it became clear that over time, people became divided over the direction
Extinction Rebellion was taking. Some felt that even the NVDA of XR was too violent, and
therefore decided to only participate in symbolic, non-disruptive actions. On the other hand,
some of the most active rebels became more and more withdrawn from the rest of the world.
They “radicalized”, a term that generally has a negative connotation, but to many of us
sounds like a compliment as it implies a deviation from the status quo. As they were turning
towards more disobedient actions, many of the rebels distanced themselves from their former
friends and families. Indeed, one of my closest friends told me that she felt I had radicalized
ever since I realized that NVDA activism was not going to be enough. However, unlike many,
I also consider myself lucky to be one of the people who have received unanimous support
from their friends and families. Hence, it was easy for me to keep going, as I was constantly
told that I was doing the right thing and my activism was justified. Most of the participants
experienced this differently, as they often felt misunderstood. Their support seemed to come
from within the movement, motivating and encouraging each other, which brings them even
closer together. To me, however, this only made me talk to those around me even more, as I
was actively debating about politics and my ideal world. Once again, this shows how one’s
individual situation can lead to an entirely different experience.
Extinction Rebellion has turned me into a lifelong activist. I cannot imagine accepting the
current status quo anymore and am already looking for alternative ways of living that
incorporate activism into my daily activities. XR has also changed how I deal with my
emotions, as I now feel the desire to share them with other people rather than dealing with
them on my own. I now feel that I have developed a passion, not for climate activism, but for
developing a network of strong-willed, like-minded people who share a similar vision of the
future. I have no idea where this journey will take me, but I certainly will not become the next
CEO of Shell.

Photo 24: I have become a lifelong activist (XR, 2021)
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5 Discussion
The purpose of this paper was to explore the interplay between emotions and social practices
in an environmental civil disobedience movement. Extinction Rebellion Wageningen was
used as a case study and several of its rebels were interviewed, primarily talking about their
lived experience of Extinction Rebellion. To answer the research question, three objectives
were formulated. The first objective was to describe the community of practice of Extinction
Rebellion, including its civil disobedience practices as well as organizational practices such
as recruitment, learning, and communication. The second objective was to understand how
emotions related to the practices of Extinction Rebellion are experienced by its activists. The
third objective was to reflect on the broader relevance of emotions in civil disobedience
movements for policymaking. In this chapter, I will thus discuss the relationship between
social practices and emotions in Extinction Rebellion Wageningen, how the findings relate to
relevant literature, and what the implications are for policymaking.

5.1 XR Wageningen as a community of practice
One of the most important contributions of this thesis to the scientific community has been
the practice theory approach to civil disobedience movements, which, at the time of writing,
has not been used to analyze Extinction Rebellion before. Previous papers have either
considered the movement at the structural level (e.g., Smiles and Edwars, 2021; Friberg,
2021) or from the perspective of individuals (e.g., Stott, 2020). By describing the social
practices adopted by its rebels, this thesis highlighted the inner workings of a local Extinction
Rebellion group considered as a community of practice, thereby providing a perspective on
the movement that has not previously been studied.
First, it is important to mention that the interviews have ignored a potentially large group of
people, namely those who did not join Extinction Rebellion in the first place. While becoming
a rebel is as simple as showing up, not everyone is equally likely to become a member of
Extinction Rebellion. Many of the new recruits got involved with Extinction Rebellion because
of their social network, often invited by friends, with whom they shared an interest in climate
justice and the belief that obedient forms of activism were insufficient to combat the climate
crisis. According to Nicolini (2012), however, specific forms of knowledge are required for
participation in a community of practice. If the initial set of knowledge of a potential recruit is
completely different from those mainly present in the organization, however, this might deter
or even exclude some people from participation. For instance, non-students were basically
non-existent in the local group, likely due to increased marketing efforts targeting university
students and the existence of many publicly unannounced events, suggesting that there
might be gatekeeping structures present that are keeping certain people from joining and
thus lead to a relatively homogeneous group of members.
The legitimate peripheral participation of new recruits (Curnow, 2014) took place mainly in
relation to the Outreach and Training circle, which focused on recruiting new potential
members and helping them find their place within the movement by placing them into an
affinity group with a similar level of risk-aversion, often with their friends. Consisting of both
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old and inexperienced rebels, new recruits were able to learn about the practices and
behaviors of XR Wageningen directly from fellow rebels, with whom they often developed
close relationships. Over time, they acquired a ‘feel for the game’ (Bourdieu, 1977), and the
group’s desired ideas, norms, and behaviors were internalized by the rebels (Lave and
Wenger, 1991), to the extent that many rebels adopted them in their everyday lives as well:
For instance, the different hand signals, as well as check-ins, were used by many in meetings
completely unrelated to Extinction Rebellion. Another noteworthy example is the nonhierarchical decision-making of XR, a skill which the rebels had to acquire and improve on;
however, previous experience in hierarchical communities of practice, such as the classroom
or workspace, often hindered this process and made it more difficult for rebels to effectively
work towards their goals. The non-hierarchical ideal of XR also influenced how the group
organized itself and worked towards its goals. Literature on non-hierarchical movements
suggests that such movements often struggle with the fantasy of ‘leaderlessness’ (Fotaki &
Foroughi, 2021), which tends to effectively prevent them from reaching their goals as a
community of practice. In the whole of XR Netherlands, however, this turned out not to be a
problem – instead, certain members, often white, middle-aged men, attempted to take on
leader roles. This may have made the movement more effective, but also went against its
ideals.
The open-source philosophy of XR allowed anyone to add value to the movement by
participating in ways that best suited their interests and capabilities. Within the circles, the
rebels formed smaller communities of practice directly related to shared goals based around
more specific interests, which would communicate with each other to facilitate their learning
processes and enable the non-hierarchical decision-making. Lastly, skill-sharing was one of
the most important ways in which this learning process took place within Extinction Rebellion,
with rebels being able to acquire new skills from others through free workshops, trainings, or
individual skill-shares from friends. Eventually, they became insiders who had mastered the
practices of Extinction Rebellion and developed a shared vision of a sustainable, regenerative
society, (Lave and Wenger, 1991).
This research has shown how the members of XR Wageningen operate as a community of
practice. Working towards a shared goal, the rebels get together to learn how to be more
effectively disobedient. Over time, the rebels acquire skills and knowledge shared by the
group, learn the implicit rules of their community of practice, and increasingly identify with
the movement (cf. Ollis, 2011). Being surrounded by people who share their ideals, they
develop a feeling of trust, mutual understanding, and connectedness. According to Lave and
Wenger (1991), the main purpose of a community of practice is for people to get together
and work towards a common goal and, by repeated association, get better at what they do.
It is easy to see where the connection lies to civil disobedience movements: the term
“movement” already implies a lack of fixed structures and instead suggests continuous
organizational change, achieved through processes of learning. In the face of ever-improving
police responses to actions, Extinction Rebellion is repeatedly required to reevaluate its
practices, steadily increasing the effectiveness of its disobedience using e.g., more creative
actions. Actions also need to become more radical over time to prevent them for becoming
normalized and thus ineffective. When considering XR Wageningen as a community of
practice, its strong focus on learning thus needs to be highlighted. When organizing
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disobedience actions, rebels often draw inspiration from previous actions and other
movements, trying to use what they have learned to improve the outcome. Through trial and
error, they find out what works well and what does not, and ultimately become more effective
at doing civil disobedience.

5.2 Activist practices and emotions
The previous section has related the findings on the practices of XR to social practices
literature. The question remains how emotions are involved in these practices. As established
in the theoretical framework, Weenink and Spaargaren (2016) suggest that emotions were
the drivers of social practices, being what moves the members of a community of practice to
act, thereby navigating them through the different practices of the group. This relationship,
however, is twofold: emotions influence the practices engaged in by individuals, while
engaging in social practices also influences the individuals’ emotional experiences (Weenink
and Spaargaren, 2016). The following section will discuss how the findings of this research
relate to this idea, starting with the concept which originally motivated the research this topic.
The connection between activist practices and emotions is linked to the risk society (Beck,
1992). Many of the rebels of Extinction Rebellion are very aware of the risks posed by
technological modernization. Human technology, from early steam engines to highly
advanced factories, has had an enormous impact on the environment and the activists have
realized the danger of using the same approach that is causing climate change to solve it.
They have lost trust in the companies and politicians promising market-based solutions, but
not acting fast enough to create visible improvement (Cossman, 2013). Time and time again,
the rebels are confronted with news articles and scientific studies showing that we are not
doing enough and might be heading towards extinction. Giddens’ (1991) concept of life
politics explains how they are considering the global event of climate change from a personal
perspective. As a result of the perceived risk and a lack of faith in the current proposed
solutions, they are questioning the status quo and are beginning to take matters into their
own hands. In becoming aware of the extent of the climate crisis, many rebels experience
anxiety and other strong emotions (cf. Clayton, 2020), which drives their interest in
participating in climate action (cf. Beck, 1992). In a society that is more individualized than
ever before, they are making personal life choices based on the global threat they perceive
and are turning towards activist communities of practice such as Extinction Rebellion, which
provides them with the practical knowledge required to act, as well as connecting them with
like-minded people. On the one hand, risk-related emotional experiences thus drive the
learning processes of XR, as they are guiding the desire of the rebels to acquire new activismrelated skills and engage in better civil disobedience (Ollis, 2008). On the other hand, joining
Extinction Rebellion connects the rebels with a community of like-minded people with similar
beliefs, for which they develop a strong affinity (Kluttz and Walter, 2018). Protesting for the
same cause and sharing similar emotional experiences makes them develop a collective
identity (Heaney, 2011) and leads the activists to become emotionally invested in the
movement (Buechler, 2013).
Extinction Rebellion does this particularly well with its emphasis on building a regenerative
culture. Many rebels who stay with Extinction Rebellion have experienced trauma as a result
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of participating in actions. Rather than dealing with traumatic experiences on their own, the
rebels are encouraged to share their emotions with each other and support each other in
dealing with them. Facilitating openness about emotions, Extinction Rebellion thus attracts
those who feel strongly about the climate crisis and need a platform to process their climaterelated emotions. By creating safe spaces, in which they have room to share their emotional
experiences, the rebels form a strong bond with high levels of trust and commitment to their
peers. Due to their like-mindedness, the rebels are more able to empathize with each other’s
emotions, making them feel less lonely in dealing with the climate crisis. As a result, they
develop a much stronger sense of community (Heaney, 2011) and their emotional investment
drives them to stay with the movement (Buechler, 2013). As they interact with other XR rebels
and share emotional experiences, they develop a shared understanding of the norms, ideas,
and behaviors valued within the group, which become embodied in the practices of XR. By
sharing emotional experiences, they thus continue to reproduce the community of practice
(Heaney, 2019). Therefore, the practices of Extinction Rebellion are inherently affect-laden.
The shared emotions stemming from their awareness of climate risk, as well as their shared
emotional experiences, are what "join[s] them together and which moves them, divides them
or fuses them" (Beck, 1992, p. 49).
Beck’s work thus suggests that depending on their emotional experiences, some of the
rebels will be brought closer together, while others with different, or perhaps less intense
experiences, will not become as emotionally invested in the movement. As shown in the
previous chapter, many emotions of the rebels are related to actions, which are experienced
by many as intense and scary, but also exciting and empowering. The findings of this
research imply that a distinction can indeed be made between two groups of rebels, whose
emotional experiences influence their degree of participation in the practices of Extinction
Rebellion over time. Martiskainen et al. (2020) found that activists who believe a movement
to be powerful are more likely stay involved in its activism. However, the results of this thesis
contradict these findings, as the most active rebels are often those who have the least amount
of hope for the success of Extinction Rebellion. Typically, they are the ones who have
witnessed discrimination against marginalized groups and police brutality; they are shocked
by the violence used by an institution they previously thought was protecting them. While this
makes them feel vulnerable and powerless, it also fuels their anger at the system and in turn,
increases their desire to act. On the other hand, those who do not experience the strong
emotions that come with intense actions become less emotionally involved, and eventually
move away from Extinction Rebellion (cf. Benski & Langman, 2013).
Their strong emotional experiences thus make some rebels even more aware of systemic
injustice and influences their perception of risk (cf. Lupton, 2013). Over time, they become
increasingly numb to the stress of high-risk actions, which makes them more likely to stay
with Extinction Rebellion and take part in more disruptive actions, which they consider an
appropriate response to the systemic risks they are perceiving. They are also significantly
more likely to become involved in organizing actions themselves, and as a result, spend more
time with the movement and develop an even deeper bond with fellow rebels. While many
of them become pessimistic about achieving their goals as they experience the power of the
establishment, they either struggle to find a better alternative to Extinction Rebellion or
continue to work for XR but pair it with other forms of direct action. Even if they criticize XR
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for its flaws, they tend to stay with the movement, either because they want to support the
friends they have made or because they feel morally obligated to take action (cf. Stuart, 2020).
The personal and activist lives of those rebels become inseparable and the community of XR
becomes one of their most important points of social contact. Even though they face criticism
from friends and strangers alike, they feel personally responsible for addressing systemic
issues (cf. Beck, 1992) and become increasingly alienated from the rest of society. The fight
for social and climate justice becomes an integral part of their lifestyle, and for some even
the core of everything they do. The rebels with the most traumatic emotional experiences are
thus the ones who begin to identify as lifelong activists and continue to engage in
disobedience practices.

5.3 Policy implications
Especially to government officials and private organizations who have to deal with the
movement’s demands, the disruptive actions of XR can seem unnecessary and irritating and
are easily disregarded as mischief. However, as the name of the movement suggests, many
members of Extinction Rebellion are worried about the extinction of our species, which can
be considered a form of existential climate anxiety (Clayton, 2020). The younger rebels
appear to suffer especially from this, as it will have to live with the consequences of the
choices of previous generations (Clayton, 2020). Being able to personally take action to
reduce the perceived global risk can make some of themfeel less helpless and give them
hope (Guyatt, 2020; Joyce, 2020), while others can find strength in dealing with the climate
crisis as a community and feel connected to people with similar life experiences. Even if their
actions are successful in creating systemic change, participants can feel relief and are often
determined to join future actions (Pelikán and Librová, 2015). Direct activism can thus be a
radical form of self-care which can serve as a remedy for climate anxiety (Powers and
Engstrom, 2019).
Additionally, as this thesis finds, the most emotionally invested activists tend to be the ones
who become the most involved in civil disobedience actions. Many of them feel powerless,
realizing that market-based approaches to climate governance are ineffective and that
obedient activism is often ignored. As a result, they are more likely to take more radical action,
responding to the perceived moral failure of key-decision-makers (Bain and Bongiorno, 2019;
Kopnina, 2012). As such, they play an important role in challenging the status quo and
communicating social change (Atilgan, 2019; Ciszek, 2017). Some scholars therefore argue
for a moral right to civil disobedience (e.g., Madsen, 2018; Kyllönen 2014; Züger 2013).
Others suggest that governments should be more lenient when dealing with civil
disobedience and engage in dialogue with the protesters (Mattheis, 2020; Smith, 2012).
This is especially true for the younger generation, making up the majority of XR Wageningen
members, which faces higher barriers and sometimes exclusion from the participation in
environmental governance (2014, Mattheis, 2020). Often wrongly assumed to be uninformed
about and indifferent to politics, the youth is usually excluded from environmental
governance, which can exacerbate their climate emotions even further (MacKay et al., 2020)
and motivate them to engage in more radical disobedience practices. However, many young
rebels appear to have high interest and knowledge of environmental policy and more than
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willing to participate in climate governance (Corry and Reiner, 2020). As long as the
institutions addressed by direct action are oblivious of the deeper motivations of activists, it
will remain reasonable to write off civil disobedience as a mischievous nuisance rather than
stemming from deeply felt emotions and a clear perception of climate risk.
To strengthen civil influence on climate governance, XR demands that a citizens’ assembly
should be introduced, in which a randomly selected group of representative citizens
deliberates on a climate issue and is involved in decision-making. If implemented well, this
could indeed be quite effective and also increase people’s level of trust in the government
(Muradova et al., 2019; Devaney et al., 2020; Howarth et al., 2020). Giving a voice to the
people by the means of a deliberative approach to governance could help alleviate negative
climate emotions and even be beneficial in addressing the climate crisis (MacKay et al., 2020;
Weymouth et al., 2020; Wisniewski, 2020).While civil disobedience alone may not be enough
to avert the crisis and connections between all parts of the civil society are required
(Gunningham, 2019), an active voice demanding participation, transparency, and immediate
action seems to be crucial in the fight for climate justice.

6 Conclusions and recommendations
Within only a few years, environmental civil disobedience movements, such as Extinction
Rebellion or Fridays for Future, have seen a massive increase in popularity. Despite their
growing importance, however, research on these movements has been scarce and the field
of practice theory in particular seems to have had little interest in them. At the same time,
practice theory has been experiencing an emotional turn, which increasingly acknowledges
the role of emotions in shaping social practices, but still has not yet been applied to many
communities of practice. This thesis has attempted to address knowledge gap, relating the
debate around emotions and social practices to the group of activists making up Extinction
Rebellion Wageningen. Using a series of semi-structured interviews, as well as field notes
and photos from my own time with Extinction Rebellion, I have tried to gain first-person
insights into relationship between activist practices and emotions.
Living in a risk society, the rebels of XR Wageningen are aware of the consequences of
environmental destruction and, realizing that their governments will not act own their own,
search for ways in which they themselves can address the climate crisis. Within Extinction
Rebellion, the rebels get together to learn about and work towards their shared goal:
achieving governmental climate action through the use of non-violent civil disobedience. The
emotional experiences they make as part of the movement, however, differs drastically
between the rebels. Over time, those who experience intense emotional events such as police
brutality are more likely to become emotionally invested in the community of practice. They
internalize its practices and develop a sense of group identity, in many cases beginning to
identify as life-long activists. Even as they lose their faith in the effectiveness of civil
disobedience, they tend to stay with the movement, feeling the responsibility to act and
valuing the community they have become a part of. This supports the idea of Weenink and
Spaargaren (2016) that emotions are indeed the drivers of social practices.
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On a theoretical level, I hope to have shown that civil disobedience movements deserve more
attention within the field of social practices. Extinction Rebellion is growing, but still mostly
ignored by practice theorists. More studies exploring the relationship between emotions and
activists are needed, as this case study has only explored the experiences of one group of
rebels. Lastly, research on the effectiveness of participatory governance and best practices
for activists is crucial to aid the rebels in their fight for climate action.
Above all, however, this thesis should serve as a call for policymakers to take the movement
seriously. The rebels researched in this thesis are not acting with the intention to do harm but
because they have realized the severity of the climate crisis. They are often very
knowledgeable about climate-related issues and would be more than willing to participate in
climate governance. Especially the younger generation, which will bear the consequences of
decisions they were not involved in, deserves to be heard. The introduction of citizens’
assemblies, one of the three demands of Extinction Rebellion, would be a first step towards
more inclusive forms of governance. I have experienced first-hand how violently the Dutch
government responds to the activism of Extinction Rebellion. As long as non-violent protests
will be met with violence, the desire for systemic change will only grow.
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Appendix A: Interview Guide
Disclaimer: No demographic data has been collected from the participants, as it is of utmost
importance that they stay anonymous without ways to give away their identities.
Interview introduction
• Purpose of research: To explore the relationship between the practices of
Extinction Rebellion and emotions you feel towards climate change.
• Interview course: This interview will get a bit personal. I will ask you about your
own experiences with XR in different areas, like how you joined, how you and others
interact with each other, and of course about some of the actions. I will also ask you
to describe specific examples of these experiences and ask you to give a quite
detailed description of the emotions1 you felt in those moments.
• Length: 45-60 minutes depending on how much you want to share
• Confidentiality: I understand that talking about emotions can be weird for some
people, so you can end this interview at any time or choose not to answer a
question. Of course, everything you say will be kept confidential and your identity
will not be shared with anyone. If you choose to talk about disobedient behavior, I
will not report you or anyone else and make sure the findings will be presented in a
way so that no one can be identified.
Verbal consent
• To participate in this interview
• To record this interview so that I don’t miss out on important comments
• Thank for participating
Warm-up: check-in
Interview
1. Recruitment
a) How did you come to join Extinction Rebellion?
• Prompt: How did you learn about XR?
• Prompt: How did the recruitment process go?
b) Can you describe how you were feeling about the climate crisis before XR?
• Prompt: Ask for more detailed description of emotions
c) Can you describe the emotional journey you went through when you joined XR?
- Prompt: Especially feelings about climate change?
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2. Learning & communication
a) Can you tell me a bit about XR as an organization?
• Prompt: clarify national, local, affinity groups, circles
b) According to you, what does XR do?
c) How do you share information with each other, e.g. updates on actions?
• Prompt: What platform(s) do you use?
• Prompt: What do you talk about?
• Prompt: Do you talk about anything outside of activism?
d) As a group, how do you learn to be better at what you do?
• Prompt: More effective disobedience/ how do you think of actions?
• Prompt: Dealing with hardships, e.g., COVID
• Prompt: Dealing with climate emotion
• Prompt: Are you a part of this?
e) How do you learn and talk about climate change?
• Prompt: How does that make you feel?

3. Circles & affinity group
a) What circles are you a part of? And are you part of an affinity group?
b) Can you tell me about the relationship between you and the people from your
circle/affinity group?
• Prompt: Tell me about a particular interaction with people from your
circle/affinity group that you remember vividly.
• Prompt: How do you feel when interacting with them?
c) Tell me about a meeting with your circle/affinity group that you remember?
• Prompt: What did you talk about?
• Prompt: How did you make decisions during the meeting?
• Prompt: Do you have any rituals that you always do?
• Prompt: What was the atmosphere like during the meeting?
• Prompt: Do you remember how you felt during the meeting?
• Prompt: Difference between online and offline meetings?
• Prompt: Example of how an XR meeting feels different from other meetings
you have attended?
d) How do you talk about climate emotions?
• Prompt: Can you recall a moment in which you or a member of your
circle/affinity group felt emotional about climate change? Can you describe
this?
• Prompt: How did you help each other?
• Prompt: shared emotions
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4. Activism practices: Actions
a) Why civil disobedience?
b) How does civil disobedience make you feel about your role in climate action?
• Prompt: Do you feel like you’re making a difference?
c) Can you give me an example of a disobedience action you participated in?
d) Can you describe how you felt in that moment?
• Prompt: And before and after the action?
e) Have you ever been arrested for one of your actions, or at least come into contact
with the police?
• Prompt: How did that make you feel?

5. Impact on personal life
a) How has being a part of Extinction Rebellion influenced your life?
b) Has it changed the way you feel about climate change/society/the environment?
c) What does it feel like to be a part of this movement together with like-minded people?
• Prompt: Do you think that you share many of the same emotions about climate
change?
d) How do you feel about people who disagree with your disobedience or even refuse
to believe that climate change is a thing?

Last question: What would you like to say to someone who is thinking about joining XR,
but isn’t so sure if a civil disobedience movement is the right fit?

The end
• Thanks again for participating.
• Questions?
• Close by summarizing what most inspired me during the interview?

Additional notes on:
• Body language
• New ideas and insights
• Additional impressions
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Appendix B: Codes
List of codes used in MAXQDA 2020:
1. Recruitment
Easy access
Need to act
Previous obedient activism
Training
WUR exclusivity
XR experience
XR friends
2. Organization
Autonomy
Capitalism
Civil disobedience
Climate change discussion
Communication
Discourse change
Diversity of tactics
Flat hierarchies & decentralization
Heading for extinction
Individual contribution
Inspiration
Joint effort
Learning
Organizational challenges
Organizational purpose
Organizational structure
Patriarchy
Skill-sharing
Systemic issues
Trial and error
3. Activist relationships
A&L circle
Affinity groups
Casual setting
Friendship
Homogeneity and like-minded people
Old Bees
Shared goals and values
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4. Civil disobedience
Amsterdam blockade
Arrests
Attitude towards illegality
Feelings during an action
Gluing action
Opinions on the police
Police violence
Utrecht action
5. Emotions
Anger
Climate anxiety
Coping through action
Depression
Empowerment
Fear
Frustration
Grief
Guilt relief
Hopefulness
Hopelessness
Powerlessness
Stress
6. Regenerative culture
Check-ins
Debriefs
Emotional safe space
Regen circle
Shared emotions
Talk about emotions
Trauma
Well-being
7. Personal life
Big picture
Critique
Lifelong activism
Validation

