
Protest or Pointless?

‘Has extreme become normal?’ 

The question in itself is a contradiction, if something is extravagant then it cannot be considered common, yet in our modern age we often see things through a negative or positive light there is not a lot of room for a passive outlook. Relating this to protests we often think of the extreme, the suffragettes fighting for their right to be equal, marches of hundreds of people ready to reclaim their freedom and voices in civil rights, we think little of small protests, the quiet ones which do not get as much publicity. 

On the note of publicity I turn this article to the main focus, the movement which has made a name for itself in light and dark and is ready to stand (or sit) for their beliefs: Extinction Rebellion. 

Founded in 2018 Stroud Uk, Extinction Rebellion was originally a campaign called Rising Up! formed by multiple environmental activists such as Gail Bradbrook, Roger Hallam and Simon Bramwell. The group aimed to use non-violent and civil disobedience to push for governments around the world to change or create policies in order to save us from a future of environmental distress caused by the emissions of greenhouse gases and oil mining. Proceeding their creation, Extinction Rebellion formulated 3 simple demands in which they would gain the knowledge, action and help needed to prevent climate crisis from worsening: 


1. Tell the truth: for those who have the power and knowledge to express what danger we are in. 
2. Act now: to aim to reduce the amount of greenhouse gases each part of our societies emit. 
3. Decide together: to create a culture of participation, fairness and transparency.  

Each of these demands seem logical, we as the people should be informed on the ways in which our planet is changing and should therefore be able to stand up to larger and more harmful corporations in order to force them to change their way of working for a more sustainable one with facts to back up our arguments. But just the mere existence of these demands does not make them publicised and therefore protests must be done in order to push them into the forefront of the newspapers and people’s minds. 
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Figure 1
Their first day of disobedience began on the 18th October 2018, in which they performed a sit-in at the Greenpeace headquarters in the UK, trying to not only push their members to participate in their first act of civil rebellion but also raise awareness for the dire situation we are in. The sit-in was attended to by hundreds of people from university vice-chancellors to authors. But was this enough? No policies were made, no changes were achieved, so did it do anything? It pushed most of the issues they were worried about to the forefront of the papers and showed that their ideas were backed by over 100 senior academics, but it did not seem like enough. So they did it again. 
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Figure 2
On the 31st October 2018, Extinction Rebellion made another stand to rebel against the inaction of parliament and to highlight their cause. They stood outside the parliamentary building with placards and banners screaming: 

‘REBEL FOR LIFE’ 

‘MAKE ECOCIDE LAW’ 

‘RUNNING OUT OF TIME’ 

Hundreds of people gathered, people flew in from other parts of the world; namely Greta Thunberg who was just 15 at the time and had already made a name for herself in the arena of environmental activism by refusing to go to school since August in order to rebel against the system and push for bigger companies and governments to do something. Speeches were made and demands were presented, but in the midst of their fevered protests people were getting arrested. What was meant to be a peaceful protest divulged in 15 people being arrested for causing disruptions to traffic and causing roadblocks. In a big city such as London these kinds of diversions would hinder people from getting to work, or school or even doctors’ appointments, this could be part of the reason why Extinction Rebellion had such a negative media coverage which left many people feeling resentful towards the group and maybe even pushing those ideas onto the belief of climate action in general. 

This protest was, at the time, the biggest one that Extinction Rebellion had performed as a new age movement, however, was it as impactful as they wanted it to be? Again, no policies were made, no changes were put in place only people put in prison so did their protest mean anything? 

I fall to my main question: has extreme become normal? This protest was extreme in terms of the consequences, arrests and causing traffic but is that any different to what we view protests as? Is protesting in itself an extreme action? 

During 2018 the world was erupting in protests. In April Palestine protesters formed the ‘March of Return’ in order to fight against the Israeli border of Gaza and reclaim their land they had been forced to let go of during the formation of Israel. Stones were thrown at the Israeli troops but otherwise the protest was largely peaceful, unfortunately 40 Palestinians were killed and over 1,700 were injured. Again in Spain people rushed to protest for an update on the laws of sexual crimes and to stand for better women's rights after the clearance of 5 men for a sexual crime. In Nicaragua what started as a protest against social security reform divulged into the demand for the outing of the President due to the censorship surrounding the killings of protesters and journalists. 

Protests were happening every month, for better or for worse they were extreme, they were gritty and they were ready to fight for the development and change of their country. So in light of these other protests, with others I have not mentioned also being in the forefront of many papers, why would there be a focus on a matter already 80% of people knew of and deemed as a major threat? The difference with these protests and the Extinction Rebellion protest was the effectiveness of the ‘here and now’, the idea of creating a sustainable world is idyllic but it also takes time, whereas these other protests focus on pressing matters that affect the countries present day, something that is fixable with a change of law or the switch of a president, not a long term fix for the future that requires multiple different cultures, communities and viewpoints in order to formulate something that will work for more than just the immediate future. 

So what we see with these extreme protests is that the governing body is more likely to give in to a demand in which they can easily bend or do whereas Extinction Rebellion’s goals are more than this and therefore will take longer to be fully accepted by those in power. 

This brings me back to the fact that 80% of people in 2018 and more now in our modern day already know of the effects of greenhouse gases and how our planet's biodiversity is suffering. Any protest for such is often written off as a nuisance and hindering people from going about their everyday lives. This is seen when Extinction Rebellion protested by blocking the 5 main bridges in London causing general upheaval throughout the city. 
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Figure 3
On the 17th November 2018 over 6000 people rallied together to block the Southwark, Blackfriars, Waterloo, Westminster, and Lambeth bridges in London all in the name of advocating for their cause. This was the biggest thing that Extinction Rebellion had done and it was littered in the papers and multiple different news outlets, but how did the general public see it? Was it supported or opposed? YouGov shows that 34% of people strongly opposed the idea and lists the movement as a whole as being disliked by 40% of those who voted. This reaction can be due to two different reasons. One being the idea that the people who voted were disrupted and hindered by the protest, blocking them from going to work or school or even hospital appointments. The other idea is that the general public are, as I have stated, aware of the effects of global warming and therefore see the protest as not only a disturbance but also useless as nothing will come of it, much like the ones before it such as the protest XR held just a few days beforehand on the 12th November. 

The movement blocked the UK's Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy by gluing their hands to doors with banners reading how we are on a path to self-destruction. Then a few days after that on the 14th they again glued themselves to the gates of Downing Street and unveiled a banner across the Westminster bridge that wrote: 

‘Climate change… We’re F***ed’ 

So we fall again to the idea that ‘extreme is normal’ as protests are not only performing for their cause but they are also performing for the press, there is a need to be on the front page for many of the protesters, wanting to raise awareness for their beliefs means doing something that would be comment worthy. This therefore increases the risks people are willing to take in order to get their point across, this is found in the protesters for Stop Oil. Blocking the M25 motorway, defacing famous landmarks, targeting historical works of art and disrupting sporting events are a few of the things we are often faced with in the name of protest. But does it achieve anything? 
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Figure 4
Extinction Rebellion has been around for 7 years at present and yet has achieved very little in terms of their demands. I understand that my views on this topic are biassed toward those who are affected by the protests but I will not undermine the beliefs of Extinction Rebellion, a green future is one a majority of us strive for, a place where future generations will not worry about mass extinction or the death of our planet. However, I have to be critical of how much of the cause has been achieved. While the 5 bridge blockade did have some push towards the government announcing a climate crisis in May 2019, there is little to prove that the movement has achieved more than just awareness. So will more extreme protesting work? Will they be able to achieve their 3 demands in the near future? We are yet to see. 

As I come to the end of this article I am once again faced with the question at the start of the article. Peaceful protest nowadays are often small, simple and do not get much publicity, this therefore causes the protests to be ignored, forgotten or overlooked by other news. Yet extreme protesting brings eyes to the cause, it brings headlines and news stories, it brings articles and interviews something that peace cannot achieve. The slogan often used by XR ‘Rebel for Life’ is not only a push to stand out and speak against larger companies but it’s also the only way change will happen. 

So yes, extreme protests are more common but that is only because to get our voices heard over the sound of profit is to be loud and extravagant, to yell at the higher ups and force them to listen to our speeches so they know that despite over 80% of us knowing the climate issue we are faced with, awareness is nothing without action. 
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