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Feature

Recent months saw the most concert-
ed campaign yet by the Irish wing of 
the international environmental activ-
ist group, Extinction Rebellion (XR). I 
visited their camp on Merrion Square 
and the volunteers seemed dedicat-
ed to positively engaging with the 
people of the city – a conclusion that 
may not have been shared by those 
trapped in government buildings one 
night or caught up in traffic problems 
through the week. 

Many people do not support the ef-
forts of Extinction Rebellion, because 
of the impact on bystanders, and think 
that their energies should be redirect-
ed to electoral politics and that they 
should be more moderate, propor-
tionate and patient in their demands.

To consider whether the XR cam-
paign was proportionate, we first 
consider their stated aims. One of the 
interesting aspects of the movement 
is how clear they are on their goals, 
which are to encourage mass peace-
ful civil disobedience, declare the 
truth about the state we are in and 
to collapse the myth that business as 
usual has a future. When we consider 
the ecological realities – the deserts 
are expanding, the rainforests are 
receding, the ice-caps are melting, 
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the sea waters are acidifying, the coral 
is dying, the storms are strengthen-
ing, the heatwaves are increasing, the 
soil is degrading, greenhouse gases 
are proliferating and on average 200 
species die out forever every single 
day – alongside the fact that we have 
no secure models for assessing how 
these many factors will interact, an 
argument could be made that Extinc-
tion Rebellion fails the proportionality 
test because more extreme action 
may be warranted.

Another way to consider the cam-
paign is to think about precedent. 
Almost all of the major social advanc-
es of the modern era – starting with 
the trade union movement through 
the suffragettes, the civil rights move-
ment, the anti-apartheid fight, right 
up to the recent protests in Hong 
Kong – were built first through mass 
public protest and civil disobedience, 
long before they won electoral sup-
port or were established in law. We 
are in an odd position when we stand 
sceptically towards protests like XR. It 
is risky. After all, couldn’t the same ar-
guments have been deployed against 
each of those movements above?

As a matter of fact, they were. 
I have never met a person who is 



opposed to Martin Luther King. He is 
universally recognised as a historically 
significant prophetic voice for justice.

He was also, arguably, the most 
despised man in America. 

His insistence that civil rights were 
not just one more problem among the 
many that demanded the attention of 
legislators was seen as exaggerated. 
His stubborn commitment to view-
ing racism within the broader frames 
of class conflict, wealth inequality 
and militarism left people alienat-
ed. Marches interrupted business as 
usual. Calls for boycotts impacted on 
workers. Why couldn’t he be patient 
and build an electoral platform? Why 
did he always assert that his move-
ment was ‘revolutionary’ when he 
could have won more people over by 
talking in more moderate terms?

I have never met a person who is 
opposed to Martin Luther King but it 
is a historical fact that the majority of 
Americans opposed him. They forget 
they protested against his protests. At 

some point – after the marchers and 
protestors won their (as yet incom-
plete!) victories – those who stood on 
the sidelines and complained about 
longer commutes and lost revenue 
re-wrote their own stories so that they 
supported the movement from the 
beginning. 

Pope Francis has a clarity on this 
topic that should shame many in the 
Irish government who like to present 
themselves as progressive. In Laudato 
Si’ (LS, 24), he declares: ‘If present 
trends continue, this century may well 
witness extraordinary climate change 
and an unprecedented destruction 
of ecosystems, with serious conse-
quences for all of us’. A day may be 
coming when those who appear naïve 
are not the young idealists of XR, but 
the steady-voiced reasonable people 
who imagined that some technologi-
cal tweaks and lifestyle changes could 
avert these serious consequences. 

If that happens, will our memories 
fail us once again?

11

Extinction Rebels, GPO, Dublin, 10 October 2019 

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
: B

re
n

da
n

 M
cC

ar
th

y


