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Abstract 

A new wave of climate and environmental activism is sweeping the globe, and Extinction 
Rebellion is one of the prominent emerging movements demanding system change. I depart 
from the idea that systemic change requires that we re-evaluate and challenge hegemonic 
norms that structure whose bodies and politics belong to the struggle for climate and eco-
logical justice. This Research Paper is based on activist research conducted alongside Extinc-
tion Rebellion Netherlands (XRNL) to examine how dominant knowledges and subjectivities 
are resisted and/or reinforced within a heterogeneous activist ‘meshwork’, and how this af-
fects belonging. I draw from feminist and decolonial theories which have worked towards 
unsettling dominant epistemic and ontological assumptions rooted in androcentrism, anthro-
pocentrism and modernity/coloniality. By revisiting Dutch socio-ecological histories 
through these lenses, I illustrate how dominant modern subjectivities and knowledges which 
claim ontological distance from nature and innocence in relation to intertwined gendered, 
racialised and ecological violence emerged, and how these shaped the environmental move-
ment. I then draw from in-depth interviews and my own embodied knowledge as an XR 
rebel to explore the possibilities for transformative belonging across multifarious boundaries 
with and within XRNL, to co-think with the movement how affective ties between humans 
and with the more-than-human can rework power relations and inform a transformative 
politics. I focus on the discursive interventions made by XR’s emphasis on telling the truth 
about the climate and ecological crisis, and on the ways in which its regenerative culture is 
reorienting subjectivities towards relationality and vulnerability and mobilising mourning as 
political praxis.  

Relevance to Development Studies 

Global climate change and ecological breakdown are of key importance to development 
studies, as they undermine the very ability of human beings to live a prosperous life, or in 
fact to live at all, subsuming all other development concerns. At the same time, they are some 
of the most destructive symptoms of structural global inequality produced by colonial patri-
archal capitalism. This research paper builds on post-development critiques which have re-
jected development for representing the North as having the solutions to Southern problems 
(Santos et al. 2007: xxxviii), instead reaffirming that inequality and ecological destruction are 
hard-wired into the European development model and thus rendering its discourses obso-
lete. By departing from a rethinking of hegemonic narratives of progress in the Dutch con-
text, I am bringing development studies home, suggesting that we take a long hard look at 
both what it means to be ‘developed’ and ways in which barriers to ‘development’ like climate 
change continue to emanate from European actors and institutions. 

Although there is increasing research interest in critical development studies for alterna-
tives emerging from the majority world, it is equally important to deepen our understanding 
of climate politics and resistance in the minority world, given that this is where the majority 
of global emissions, exploitation and ecological destruction originate. It is of key importance 
to better understand the ways in which European social movements can contribute to envi-
ronmental discourses and policy interventions that place social and ecological justice at the 
centre. This research contributes to this understanding by thinking through the role of a 
particular movement in redefining the boundaries of who belongs to the struggle for climate 
and ecological justice, and in navigating the dominant subjectivities and knowledges that un-
derpin the climate and ecological crisis. Finally, the activist methodology employed in this 
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research contributes to imagining how we can do activism and research ‘otherwise’ in a way 
that contributes to global justice while challenging exploitative academic research practices.  

Keywords 

Extinction Rebellion, climate justice activism, social movements, politics of knowledge, 
more-than-human, belonging, relationality.  
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Chapter 1  
Introduction – This is an emergency/This is not a drill 

“We didn’t start the movement, we just attach onto it. People have been defending their 
lands for years and years and years, so make sure you keep a humble place. […] Remember 

you’re just the last domino in this whole thing.” 
- John, personal interview, 14 August 2019. 

1.1 Welcome to the rebellion 

Over the past months, there were many moments when I would lie in bed at night, feeling 
utterly exhausted but content after another protest or action, with the seemingly endless 
repertoire of chants still ringing in my ears. It is perhaps through collective chanting that I 
have been able to feel most joyful, most determined, and most connected in the movement 
for climate justice. Globally, mobilisation around climate and ecological change has exploded 
since 2018. Some of the remarkable new movements that have spurred on mass mobilisation 
in Europe (and beyond) include the school strikers movement inspired by Greta Thunberg, 
and Extinction Rebellion (XR), which has left a lasting imprint on the United Kingdom, and 
has since spread to over 50 different countries. The Netherlands was one of the first coun-
tries to establish its own Extinction Rebellion group, in December 2018. In this Research 
Paper, I explore the ways in which dominant knowledges and subjectivities are resisted 
and/or reinforced in Extinction Rebellion Netherlands (XRNL), and how this affects (pos-
sibilities for) belonging to and with the movement.   

The main aim1 of XR is to organise people to participate in mass actions of civil disobe-
dience to pressure their governments to take urgent action to confront the climate and eco-
logical crisis.2 The first major action of XRUK that put the movement on the map was the 
occupation of five major London bridges in November 2018. “The bridges” – as it is affec-
tionately called by XRUK rebels3 – is also the first moment many people in the Netherlands 
found out about the movement, and the catalyst for starting Extinction Rebellion Nether-
lands. Although I cannot remember exactly, this must also have been the first time I heard 
about XR. Intrigued by its ability to attract many first-time activists into actions of civil dis-
obedience, as well as its emphasis on creating different ways of relating to each other and 
taking action together through its vision of a “regenerative culture”, I decided to join XRNL 
in February 2019.4  

Environmental and climate change organising in the Netherlands mainly occurred 
through institutionalised NGOs for several decades, and a grassroots climate movement had 
only started to consolidate a few years earlier.5 This was accompanied by a proliferation of 
critical voices from within the movement, signalling that it is too white and too elitist (Cheuk 

 
1 See Appendix A for an overview of XR’s background, demands and principles and values. 
2 There are many terms to describe climate change and the range of interconnected environmental 
problems we are facing; I use “climate and ecological crisis” throughout this paper, as this is the term 
preferred by XR.   
3 This is the term people in XR use to refer to themselves.  
4 See Appendix B for my journey of “becoming a rebel” and my involvement in XR.  
5 XR is more than a climate movement, as it focuses on extinction, social collapse and the “toxic 
system”. Nevertheless, XRNL is often interpreted as a climate movement including by its own rebels, 
and there is significant overlap and cooperation between XRNL and other environmental groups, 
which is why I situate it this way.   
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2016; Derbali 2019), and pays insufficient attention to global struggles led by indigenous 
people and people of colour who are suffering the worst consequences of climate change 
(Cheuk 2019). The growing awareness of these limitations and exclusions echo a global shift 
in the climate movement towards “climate justice”, which emphasises the systemic origins 
of climate change and the unjust distribution of responsibility and impacts (Della Porta and 
Parks 2014, no page; Tokar 2018: 20-21). As a result, “climate justice”, “system change” and 
to a lesser extent “intersectionality” have ascended to near-buzzword status, featuring from 
Fridays for Future banners to the core of activist groups like Code Rood, as well as slowly 
seeping into established NGOs like Milieudefensie (Friends of the Earth).  

Nevertheless, the Dutch environmental movement continues to grapple with histories 
of exclusion and oppression at the intersection of environmentalism and (neo)colonialism, 
and of race, class, gender, sexuality, ability and age. Despite the emerging will to diversity and 
growing awareness of the intersections between social justice and climate and environmental 
issues, whenever I would enter an environmental movement space in the past years, with few 
exceptions it would be predominantly white, highly-educated and urban, with varying distri-
butions of age and gender. But what I am concerned about is not merely an absence or 
erasure of certain bodies, but also political, epistemological and ontological plurality within 
the movement that is essential when we are demanding a world in which we can thrive, with 
each other and with the earth. I follow feminist and decolonial voices in arguing that in order 
to “dance a new world into being” (see Klein 2013), one that is not premised on ecological 
destruction and systemic oppression, we will need an “ecology of knowledges” (Santos et al. 
2007: xlix) and a different mode of humanity (Plumwood 2007: 1) which reaffirms our rela-
tionality to earth and each other (Vazquez 2017: 87). 

In this research paper, I focus on Extinction Rebellion Netherlands to explore the pos-
sibilities for other ways of knowing and being in climate and environmental activism, in re-
lation to the bodies and politics that enter into the movement and that the movement enters 
into alliance with. I aim to answer the following research question: 

 

How are dominant subjectivities and knowledges resisted and/or reinforced in Extinc-
tion Rebellion Netherlands, and how does this affect (possibilities for) belonging?  

 

With the following sub-questions: 

1. What does it mean to “tell the truth” about the climate and ecological crisis, which 
knowledges are privileged and how does this shape belonging?  

2. Which subjectivities emerge from XRNL’s regenerative culture, and how does this 
affect the possibilities for belonging?  

1.2 Why do I ask these questions, and where am I asking them 
from? 

There is nothing new about climate change, ecological destruction and injustice, nor about 
the attempts to resist and revert these processes. The linkage between anthropogenic green-
house gas emissions, temperature increase and potentially catastrophic effects has been 
known for over 50 years (CIEL, no date), and indigenous people have been resisting the 
colonisation of their lands and lives for centuries. Therefore, it is difficult to claim that we 
are in a particularly critical moment for limiting climate change and ecological destruction: in 
many ways, we are already far, far too late. Although many earthlings and “places of refuge” 
(Tsing 2015) have been lost, there is still much worth defending and nourishing. The new 
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wave of mobilisation that is taking place in some of the regions most responsible for ecolog-
ical exploitation signals a time like no other to bundle all our efforts to stem, if not turn, the 
tide.  

The odds are inconceivably stacked against us: climate-denialism fuelled by populist pol-
iticians and the hegemonic discourse of green capitalism are in direct tension with the move-
ment for social and climate justice. “Green growth”, “ecological modernisation” and “sus-
tainable development” discourses present climate change and ecological degradation as 
techno-scientific issues (Wichterich 2015), and defend the idea that inequality will be ad-
dressed by indefinitely enlarging the economic pie for all. However, in XR we recognise that 
neither “business as usual” nor a magical CO2-eating machine will save us: we will need to 
radically change our economic, political and social systems to thrive. 

Globally, XR is gathering incredible momentum, attracting and politicising many first 
time activists. At the same time, criticisms abound of its predominantly white, middle-class 
movement base, its failure to engage with marginalised communities, and lack of attention 
for (neo)colonialism and capitalism as the root causes of the climate and ecological crisis.6 
While these criticisms are mainly directed at XRUK, they also bear relevance to XRNL. Alt-
hough accurate in many cases, I find that people’s daily experiences and perspectives on the 
movement paint a picture that is more complex and heterogeneous; it is within these tensions 
that I seek to identify possibilities for disrupting hegemonic norms and forging transforma-
tive alliances. At the same time, it is an attempt to reflect on the place that I, as a citizen and 
activist in the minority world with many privileges, and the many people like me in XR can, 
and should, take in the global struggle for climate, ecological and social justice. Following 
Gibson-Graham (2008: 2), I consciously move away from critique towards co-thinking and 
being with the nascent movement that is XRNL, in the hope to contribute to its reflexive 
practice and its struggle for social transformation, and to support the movement in amplify-
ing its disruptions not only on the streets, but also epistemically, emotionally, and physically 
in relation to the bodies and voices that enter the movement and those that are left behind. 
I strongly believe that emphasising the interconnectedness of different struggles, as well as 
reconciling the academic and political projects tied up in them should be a central aim for 
social scientific research (Kaijser and Kronsell 2014: 424).  

At the same time, I am conscious that by choosing to highlight the stories and experi-
ences of people that are in many ways in a privileged position, and fit relatively comfortably 
within the climate and environmental movement and Dutch society, I risk silencing the 
voices that are not represented or that are marginalised in the movement. On the other hand, 
I consciously also choose to be careful not to pretend that as an educated, middle-class white 
woman/researcher, I can speak to the perspectives of marginalised people in the climate 
movement better than they can speak for themselves (hooks 1990: 241-243). It is important 
to attend to these power relations; like all knowledge, my research is inevitably partial and 
socially situated (Haraway 1988; Harding 2005), conditioned by a gaze from within the dom-
inant culture in environmentalism, and at the same time it is a refusal to be interpellated by 
the hegemonic hailings of belonging to white, masculine, middle-class environmentalism 
(Carrillo Rowe 2005: 28). It is important to “stay with the trouble” (Haraway 2013), while at 
the same time agreeing with Sandra Harding (2016: 1074) that fighting for social justice is 
everyone’s obligation, and that building meaningful connections across class, race, gender 
and other boundaries is of crucial importance.  

 
6 This article by XR Scotland provides an overview of some of these critiques: https://freedom-
news.org.uk/statement-from-xr-scotland/?fbclid=IwAR1JSUDhn-B5saHzzlwLbd9mMuX51Of-
pUcJMYSzTiuDu_Wz_orw6G09UAc 

https://freedomnews.org.uk/statement-from-xr-scotland/?fbclid=IwAR1JSUDhn-B5saHzzlwLbd9mMuX51Of-pUcJMYSzTiuDu_Wz_orw6G09UAc
https://freedomnews.org.uk/statement-from-xr-scotland/?fbclid=IwAR1JSUDhn-B5saHzzlwLbd9mMuX51Of-pUcJMYSzTiuDu_Wz_orw6G09UAc
https://freedomnews.org.uk/statement-from-xr-scotland/?fbclid=IwAR1JSUDhn-B5saHzzlwLbd9mMuX51Of-pUcJMYSzTiuDu_Wz_orw6G09UAc
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1.3 Methodology, positionality, methods, ethics 

Methodology, positionality and methods 

My methodological approach is mainly inspired by feminist, decolonial, and action research 
approaches. I decided to focus on XRNL, because I think it is important to conduct my 
research from where I am situated. In times of climate and ecological collapse, as researchers 
we can no longer stay on the side-lines, but have an obligation to participate as active subjects 
in the struggle for system change (Reitan and Gibson 2012: 407). I thus see this research 
paper as only one moment in an ongoing struggle and process. One of my main concerns 
centres around conducting research that is politically relevant to XR, hoping to “offer the[se] 
ideas back not as prescriptions, but as contributions, as gifts” (Graeber 2004: 12), in a way 
that subverts the (neo)colonial and extractive character of academic research (Leyva and 
Speed 2008: 23). I posit that an “activist research methodology” (Hale 2001; 2006) which 
combines political action and reflexive activist-scholarship is most useful and ethical to 
achieve those goals. By rendering myself both object and subject of study, I seek to collapse 
the subject-object divide that separates academia from social movements, taking a relational 
and reciprocal mode of engagement (Casas-Cortés et al. 2008: 27). In addition, by interweav-
ing the “activist knowledges” that I gained from my everyday being with the movement 
throughout all chapters, I challenge the boundaries between activist and academic knowl-
edges (Casas-Cortés et al. 2008: 23). Instead of a subject “learning about” a separate, inert 
object, I position myself alongside the movement as subject-object that is a “becoming 
world” (Gibson-Graham 2011: 4). 

Thus, my own embodied knowledge from growing and resisting with the movement is 
an important source for this research, drawing from hundreds of documents, talks, trainings 
and other experiences. To describe my approach, the words of action researchers Brydon-
Miller et al. (2003: 21) resonate with me, as they describe how research committed to social 
change inevitably embraces messiness: “we are forced to follow the problems wherever they 
take us, and the best among us learn the theories, methods and processes we need along the 
way.” For two months, I maintained diaries in which I recorded observations, as well as my 
own emotions and reflections. I engaged in numerous activities in line with my research 
topic, as well as contributing to the everyday organisation of the movement. Being nominated 
local facilitator for XR Den Haag meant that I was involved both locally and nationally.7 
However, especially over summer most activities took place in Amsterdam and Utrecht, and 
being physically removed from these places made it difficult to stay in touch with the day-
to-day activities of the movement.  

Given the limited opportunities for participation in activities relevant to my research 
interests over summer, when activist activities were at a low, I conducted interviews with 
fifteen rebels about their everyday experiences in the movement, their politics, and their un-
derstanding of being situated in the Netherlands with its particular histories. I struggled with 
the idea of conducting interviews, since they provide little opportunity for dialogue and co-
producing knowledge, and require that people surrender their time and knowledge with little 
space for reciprocity. However, within a limited timeframe, this represented the best way to 
gain access to rebels’ experiential and activist knowledges. I mostly interviewed rebels who 
devote considerable amounts of their time to XRNL. I selected people to cover different 
social locations and movement circles; like most of XRNL, they were varied in age but on 
the younger side, most were white (one identifies as brown and one as black), and highly-
educated (with some exceptions). I started with people that I knew well, and expanded to 

 
7 See Appendix B. 
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include people from different local groups and circles to gain a broader range of perspectives. 
Although the movement has a considerable number of international students and expats, 
eleven of the people I spoke to were Dutch or have lived here for a long time.  

I focus on long-time Dutch residents, because I approach XRNL as situated within the 
broader Dutch environmental movement. As part of my methodological approach, I revisit 
the socio-ecological histories that inform this movement in Chapter 2. The purpose of this 
is to think through some of the power relations that underpin the knowledges and subjectiv-
ities that inform dominant environmentalisms in the Netherlands, in order to be able to 
move towards different modes of knowing and being. Since XRNL is explicitly concerned 
with influencing Dutch politics and mobilising Dutch residents,8 I believe analysing XR 
within this context is both relevant and useful. The belongings that I am primarily interested 
in are thus belongings within the Netherlands, although I also touch upon cross-border be-
longings. At the same time, this perspective is necessarily limited, as XR and its people trans-
cend national borders in many ways, and much of XR’s narratives and strategies emerged in 
the United Kingdom. Still, to be able to move forward, I believe that an analysis rooted in 
particular cultural conceptions and socio-ecological relations provides useful insights.   

This final paper reflects my own experiences, interwoven with the narratives and stories 
of others. It is relevant to point out that even my own interpretations only exist through the 
interrelations with countless of others: other activists within XR and beyond who gave me 
the insights and reflexivity required for this research, as well as the scholars, many of them 
feminists, who taught me how to approach research and activism otherwise.  

Ethics and attending to the affects of being in movement(s)  

Positioning myself as activist-scholar is not without its ethical, practical and emotional 
challenges. Protecting the identity of my fellow rebels is a key concern. A few interviewees 
came up with pseudonyms,9 but most were willing to have their names attached to the re-
search, since openly taking responsibility for our actions is a key value in XR. Still, I am 
careful to not provide information that could potentially be incriminating. Trying to negotiate 
between my activist and researcher roles made my position as a researcher ambiguous, espe-
cially since I was already involved in XRNL before starting my research. Although I explained 
my researcher role in most open meetings, people easily forget and I was seemingly always 
approached as fellow rebel. Therefore, I decided to ask people’s specific permission for using 
what they told me or their names during the writing process, taking advantage of the close 
ties I have to most of the people that inform this research.  

I think it is important to acknowledge the embodied, emotional experience of activist 
research, rejecting the notion that research is merely a cognitive, rational exercise. As many 
rebels have noted, XR tends to take over all aspects of one’s life. Becoming absorbed in the 
movement’s day-to-day reality, I started to lose track of where my activism-research ended 
and my personal life began. The sense of urgency that permeates XR, as well as the grief and 
fear of the everyday getting-to-grips-with loss and possible disaster meant I struggled to find 
the meaning of doing research when the hands-on activist work felt far more meaningful. 
This feeling was amplified by the fundamental conflict between the temporalities of academic 
knowledge production and activism (Leyva and Speed 2008: 41). As I explained, within these 
conflicting temporalities there was limited possibility for participatory research (Leyva and 
Speed 2008: 41), causing me difficulty situating my research in relation to what I believe to 

 
8 XRNL does not exclude non-Dutch citizens; on the contrary, mobilising Dutch people is an im-
portant concern of the movement, because it was initially comprised of a majority of non-Dutch 
people (mostly international students), although this is starting to change.   
9 Pseudonyms are indicated with *.  
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be ethical research practices (limiting exploitation and producing knowledge “for” and 
“with” rather than “about” the movement), and compromising the ability of my research to 
contribute to transformative change by working with people in the movement.    

1.4 Chapter Outline 

In the next chapter, I sketch the theoretical and historical framework for my research. I revisit 
the dominant constructions of the Dutch self-image and subjectivities through the lens of 
decolonial and feminist theories on the politics of knowledge, modernity/coloniality and hu-
man-nature relations. In the third chapter, I investigate what it means to ‘tell the truth’ about 
the climate and ecological crisis in XRNL. I discuss how XRNL’s mobilisation of scientific 
knowledges and rebels’ interpretations of who is responsible for the crisis shape belonging 
in multiple and at times contradictory ways. In the fourth chapter, I discuss XRNL’s regen-
erative culture, and the ways in which relationality, vulnerability and mourning are reconsti-
tuting subjectivities and opening up possibilities for transformative belonging. Finally, in the 
conclusion I discuss some of the openings, challenges and future possibilities to which my 
research has taken me.  
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Chapter 2  
Towards another environmentalism in the Netherlands 
 
In this second chapter, I sketch the theoretical and historical framework for my research. In 
the first part, I revisit dominant constructions of the Dutch self-image and subjectivities 
through the lens of decolonial and feminist theories on the politics of knowledge, moder-
nity/coloniality and human-nature relations. I depart from Gloria Wekker’s concept of 
“white innocence” to illustrate the Netherlands’ paradoxical relationship to its colonial past, 
and examine how a self-image of tolerance and moral exceptionalism when it comes to rac-
ism, gender, sexual and class relations obscures the white, heterosexual, masculine, middle-
class normativity that sustains dominant human-nature relations and environmentalisms. In 
the second part, I propose “belonging” as providing a useful framework to understand how 
these norms can and are being resisted and/or reinforced in XRNL. 

2.1 Another reading is possible: (white) innocence, human-
nature relations and environmentalisms  

Our common histories which shape the identities of “imagined communities” (Anderson 
1983), whether they are nations or activist collectives, are based on stories, and they can be 
told in many different ways. Foucault (1977; 1994) has demonstrated how dominant repre-
sentations of the present are historically produced through operations of power, legitimising 
certain knowledges by subjugating others. These dominant discourses determine which ways 
of being in the world are possible, given that “ways of knowing are also ways of inhabiting 
and creating the world and each other” (Motta and Esteves 2014: 4). As illustrated by de-
colonial scholars (e.g. Escobar 2016; Quijano 2010), the processes through which dominant 
subjectivities and knowledges come to be constituted under modernity are tied up in coloni-
ality, relations of power that emerged as a result of colonialism and continue to persist (Mal-
donado-Torres 2007: 243).10 Challenging these hegemonic norms and the power relations 
they naturalise and sustain requires recognising that the present is not the inevitable outcome 
of history (Vazquez 2012: 7), and uncovering the mechanisms of power through which it is 
actively produced. 

In the Dutch context, Gloria Wekker (2016) has illustrated the process of denial and 
erasure inherent in the production of the Dutch self-image, which she characterises as “white 
innocence”. Borrowing the concept of the “cultural archive” from Edward Said (1993), she 
argues that an “unacknowledged reservoir of knowledge and affects based on four hundred 
years of Dutch imperial rule plays a vital but unacknowledged part in dominant meaning-
making processes, including the making of the self, taking place in Dutch society” (2016: 2). 
This self-image is paradoxical: at home and abroad, we imagine ourselves as tolerant and “on 
the right side of history”, champions of women’s and LGBTQIA+ liberation and free of 
racism. Yet this innocent perception is predicated on the structural erasure and denial of 
racism and colonial violence, which are conceived as having no bearing upon the present 
(Wekker 2018: 140). This intersects with similar erasures that occur in relation to historical 
oppression on the basis of gender and sexuality (see Bracke 2011), as well as class. 

 
10 The term modernity/coloniality indicates that coloniality is constitutive of European modernity: 
there is no modernity without coloniality (Escobar 2007: 185).  
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Human-nature relations in Dutch environmentalism 

I argue that these denials are entangled in the erasure of violence inherent in human-
nature relations. Dominant constructions of the self which celebrate the Dutch “trade men-
tality” erase not only capitalist racialised violence, but also the ecological destruction of the 
“shadow places” (Plumwood 2008) intimately implicated in the development of the Nether-
lands. The exploitation and appropriation of “nature” for development is legitimated by its 
ontological distinction from human “culture”, which has been widely recognised as funda-
mental to the logic of modernity (De la Cadena 2010; Escobar 2016; Haraway 1991; Latour 
1993; Plumwood 2007). This divide in turn underpins racialised and gendered systems of 
oppression and colonial exploitation (Vazquez 2017: 78), as race and gender can be under-
stood as modern tools to rank “humanity” along a “civilisation-nature” continuum (De la 
Cadena 2010: 344; Lugones 2007: 202-203). This legitimises the colonial erasure of relational 
words and ways of being with the earth (Vazquez 2017: 78), advancing the totalising project 
of modernity characterised by a rational, autonomous subject and “human control over a 
passive and ‘dead’ nature” (Plumwood 2007: 1).  

At home, the Netherlands is well-known for its human-made nature – planted forests,  
reclaimed polders, and neatly carved out agricultural fields. The relationship with the water 
and sea are emblematic for the Dutch relationship with nature: it is not only marked by 
struggle, but also by subjugation and repurposing, as we shaped the sea and rivers to form 
the infrastructure and fertile soil that fuel the country’s economy. Nature is constructed as 
an “enemy”, tamed and conquered by Dutch human ingenuity. Paradoxically, this exists side-
by-side with an exceptionally high intrinsic valuing of nature compared to other Western 
European countries (Van den Born et al. 2001), and a popular “Arcadian” view of nature 
which emphasises the moral obligation to protect “wild and beautiful nature” (Van Koppen 
2000: 304).  

While these two dominant approaches to nature appear to conflict, these different “na-
tures” both emerged through colonial encounters and are reproduced through modern/co-
lonial discourses (Escobar 2005: 25 as cited in Alimonda 2011; Ford 2007: 117). They operate 
jointly to cover up the ecological destruction and social exclusion through which the Dutch 
landscapes are (re)produced (Trudeau 2006: 421). According to Van Koppen, both the con-
quest of nature and its preservation have been promoted by the white, male, urban upper 
and middle-classes (2000: 304-305). Moreover, white, male elites have historically determined 
which natures are rendered “appropriable” and which are considered “wildernesses” worthy 
of protection through restrictive formulations of “wild and beautiful nature” dating back to 
Dutch landscape painting (van der Windt 1995: 330). This has created a “yearning for nature” 
not directed to the nature in cities “of which we are a part”, but rather towards that “which 
has been explicitly externalised by White Man, which has been defined as colony, backward, 
exotic” (Mies 1993: 133). While the “real nature” became bounded into “nature monuments” 
with the emergence of the conservation movement in the late 19th century (van der Windt 
1995: 329-330), the man-made Dutch landscapes are no longer considered “real nature”, and 
the ecological destruction inherent in their construction is erased.  

It is within this context that we need to understand the emergence of particular modern 
subjectivities that claim ontological distance from nature and innocence in relation to inter-
twined gendered, racialised and ecological violence, thus enabling a Dutch self-image of pro-
gressive social and ecological practices. As I have illustrated, these subjectivities are rooted 
in particular, white, middle-class and male experiences, but have become universalised 
through modern/colonial discourses. 
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The Dutch environmental movement 

When the environmental movement emerged in the 1960s and 1970s alongside a flurry 
of collective action which has been termed the “new social movements” (Melucci 1980), it 
continued to be informed by normative (middle-class, urban, white, masculine) approaches 
to nature/environmentalisms. It is unsurprising that the first environmental activists were 
mostly well-established people in society including journalists, scientists and politicians 
(Cramer 2014: 12). While the early days of Dutch environmentalism were still dominated by 
a critique of the environmental impacts of rapid economic growth and industrialisation, this 
changed in the late 1980s (Cramer 2014: 13-14). Environmental organisations became in-
creasingly institutionalised and professionalised, and a neoliberal policy environment facili-
tated their incorporation into government negotiation and decision-making processes 
(Cramer 2014: 31-55; Van Markham and Van Koppen 2014: 243). Direct action, mass mo-
bilisation and growth-critiques were abandoned. The environmental movement embraced 
ecological modernisation, characterised by a belief in market mechanisms, technological op-
timism and a resistance to systemic change, simultaneously greening the economy while put-
ting ecology on the market (Van der Heijden 2017: 63). As a pioneer of ecological moderni-
sation, the Netherlands would shape EU-level policies and beyond (Smith and Kern 2007: 
2), and these ideas continue to be hugely influential.  

However, with a new wave of social mobilisation starting around 2010, the environmen-
tal movement’s endorsement of ecological modernisation is starting to waver. A bottom-up 
climate movement of citizens’ initiatives started to emerge (Cramer 2014: 92-96), followed 
by a new generation of direct action organisations like Fossil Free Netherlands,11 Code 
Rood,12 Extinction Rebellion and Fridays For Future.13 This has also started to affect estab-
lished environmental organisations, as NGOs like Greenpeace and Milieudefensie increas-
ingly reoriented towards citizen mobilisation (Cramer 2014: 98-100). This was catalysed by 
their withdrawal from the negotiations on the climate agreement in December 2018, which 
they perceived as inadequate and devoting insufficient attention to equity (Hofs 2018). The 
emergence of a grassroots movement also resulted in the insertion of critical voices regarding 
the normative environmentalisms that dominate the movement, and inclusion and diversity 
are increasingly debated throughout grassroots and institutionalised environmental organisa-
tions. In addition, “climate justice” has started to unsettle the ecological modernisation dis-
course, with its emphasis on systemic change, the uneven impacts and responsibilities of 
climate change and its intersection with social justice issues (Tokar 2018: 20-21). 

2.2 Belonging as a theoretical and political tool 

 In order to expose and disrupt dominant knowledges and subjectivities that perpetuate 
coloniality, capitalism and patriarchy, it is important that this discursive shift translates into 
real transformations regarding whose politics and bodies get to belong to the environmental 
movement. I propose that “belonging” provides a useful framework to examine how domi-
nant knowledges and subjectivities are being resisted and/or reinforced. Belonging is a het-
erogeneous, complex and flexible concept, entangled in places, relations, and emotions 
(Wright 2015), which allows us to understand how power is not only discursive, but anchored 
materially in the bodies, politics and relations that constitute the movement. In itself, “be-
longing” subverts the centrality of the rational, individualised subject divorced from nature, 
by taking a relational approach to the self. This echoes black feminists’ and feminists’ of 

 
11 Part of the global divestment movement spear-headed by US-based 350.org. 
12 A mass civil disobedience movement inspired by the German Ende Gelände actions. 
13 The school strike movement inspired by Greta Thunberg.  
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colour prior assertions that our subjectivities are always constituted through our relations 
(hooks 2001; Lorde 1978; Lugones 1987; Mohanty 2003). Thus, Carrillo Rowe proposes that 
since “the assumption of the individual is foundational to colonial modernity; as such, hope-
fully the assumption of belonging can be constitutive of the decolonial imaginary” (2005: 
16).    

Carrillo Rowe highlights the importance of recognising people’s agency and accounta-
bility when it comes to belonging(s), when we understand that who we align ourselves with 
relationally and politically is not fixed to our identity (2005: 32). This departure from a “pol-
itics of location” (Rich 1984) towards a “politics of relation” (Carrillo Rowe 2005) recognises 
the political relevance of coalition-building based on affinity rather than identity (Haraway 
2006: 122-123). Belonging as a point of departure also allows us to move beyond the binaries 
of oppressor/oppressed, and towards more complex intersecting and interconnecting rela-
tions of power (Mohanty 2003: 55). As signalled by Audre Lorde, difference itself is not 
divisive: instead, divisions emerge from the failure to recognise these difference, or to analyse 
the distortions that emanate from them, as a result of which we start to perceive them as 
either non-existent or insurmountable barriers (1984: 115).  

Our affective ties, whom we love and whose lives matter to us, thus transmit power; 
belongings across differences like race, class and species boundaries are political, because 
they provide an opportunity for reworking operations of power (Carrillo Rowe 2005: 23; 
2009: 3). Thus, belonging is both “being and longing, as subjects and their belongings desire 
to connect and reconnect differently” (Wright 2015: 399). At the same time, belonging may 
reinforce power relations if we fail to establish these connections; belonging also creates 
(potentially racist, sexist, anthropocentric etc.) borders by separating what belongs from what 
does not (Wright 2015: 399). We can thus distinguish between inclusive and exclusive 
(Wright 2015: 393) or hegemonic and transformative forms of belonging (Carrillo Rowe 
2005: 30-32).  

Extinction Rebellion: belonging in an activist “meshwork” 

Taking a closer look at “belonging” as co-constitutive of XRNL, its politics and its praxis 
can help us understand whose bodies and knowledges get to participate in XRNL and whose 
do not, and under what conditions. I posit that “belonging” can not only challenge and/or 
reproduce hegemonic norms, but that the way hegemonic norms are navigated also affects 
the possibilities for belonging. Following Wright (2015: 404), I see “belonging” as performa-
tive, relational and more-than-human, a process of becoming rather than a state of being, 
always dynamic and shifting and at the same time conditioned by power relations (Antonsich 
2010: 654; Carrillo Rowe 2005: 21). It comes into being through affective encounters with 
our ecologies – complex assemblages of plants, animals, people, physical landscapes and 
technologies (Rocheleau 2011: 213; Wright 2015: 392).  

I bring together insights on belonging with decolonial feminist approaches to social 
movements, which argue they function as epistemic (Icaza and Vazquez 2013: 688-693) and 
ontological struggles (Motta and Esteves 2014: 3-4). Social movements are understood as 
key sites of learning and unlearning that produce “other” – embodied, lived and situated – 
knowledges (Casas-Cortés et al. 2008: 23-49) and are involved in the “co-construction of 
becoming otherwise” as communities and subjects (Motta and Esteves 2014: 5). I argue that 
exploring processes of hegemonic and transformative belonging provides a closer insight 
into how XRNL at times engages in epistemic and ontological struggle, yet in other ways 
reproduces hegemonic power relations. I think it is important to understand these tensions 
and contradictions as integral and potentially productive parts of the movement, which pro-
vide insight into how power relations are negotiated (Flórez Flórez 2010: 133-137). Rather 
than an homogenous and consistent entity, XRNL is better understood as a meshwork, an 
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“expansive, heterogeneous and polycentric discursive field of action” (Escobar 2008: 272) 
which is continuously subject to (re)construction through operations of power.  
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Chapter 3  
Tell the truth and act like it’s real 

 

We demand that our government TELL THE TRUTH about the climate and ecologi-
cal crisis that threatens our existence and communicate the urgency for change.            

– Extinction Rebellion Netherlands, first demand 

 
After discussing the theoretical framework for my research and the normative knowledges 
and subjectivities that underpin Dutch environmentalism in the previous chapter, I now 
turn to what it means to “tell the truth” about the climate and ecological crisis in XRNL. 
First, I discuss how XRNL mobilises scientific knowledge and emphasises urgency in a way 
that both challenges and reproduces hegemonic ways of knowing and relating to “nature” 
and each other. Next, I discuss rebels’ interpretations of who is responsible for the climate 
and ecological crisis, and how this affects belonging to and with the movement.  

3.1 Telling the truth about the climate and ecological crisis 

Act on the science: the “Heading for Extinction” talk 

“Telling the truth” is central to the identity and demands of XR. But what does it mean to 
tell the truth? One of the ways in which XRNL has embedded telling the truth in its practices 
is through the “Heading for Extinction and What To Do About It” talk, adapted from the 
UK to fit the local context. 

I attended my first XR talk on the night of the official “househeating” of the XR Artsfac-
tory in Utrecht. The modest 44m2 room serves as office space and artistic hub for producing 
lino prints, banners, and costumes, and for hosting talks, trainings and movie nights. With 
25 people, many of them in their twenties but with some exceptions, the room was hot and 
crowded. To open the talk, Sander14 explains the various sources of scientific information it 
is based on: from the most rigorous but also conservative source (the IPCC) all the way to 

 
14 Not his real name. 

Source: Catharina Gerritsen 

Figure 3.1 

“Tell the truth” at Rebel Without Borders 
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the individual scientist’s opinion in a pub. For the next 45 minutes, he takes us through the 
science of climate change, biodiversity loss and some of its social consequences: an increase 
in extreme weather events exemplified by the cyclones Idai and Kenneth in Mozambique, 
effects on coastal communities like the Netherlands where the Delta works are inadequate 
for predicted sea level rise, as well as widespread food scarcity, social unrest and displace-
ment. 

To explain the climate and ecological crisis, XR makes a particular claim to truth which 
centres scientific knowledge on climate change and biodiversity loss, while simultaneously 
challenging the ways in which this has been communicated and largely ignored by the media, 
policy-makers, politicians, businesses and universities. This centres power/knowledge at the 
core of the debate; XR can be understood as intervening in the “regimes of truth” (Foucault 
1977: 23) which downplay the impacts of climate and ecological change, or suggest that we 
are already on track for addressing it. By adopting language like climate “crisis” and “emer-
gency” to replace technocratic, neutral-sounding terminology, XR directly challenges the 
ecological modernisation paradigm which defuses collective action by relegating responsibil-
ity to the techno-scientific, rather than social sphere. It is disrupting the deceptive win-win 
notion of sustainable development, positing that actually, “we’re all fucked”. By centring 
“extinction” rather than climate change as the fundamental issue, XR aligns humanity with 
the other-than-human in the same struggle. This not only opens up possibilities for inter-
species alliances, but also legitimises “rebellion” as the appropriate response by removing the 
ontological, geographical and temporal distance associated with climate change (Doyle 2011, 
as cited in Arthur 2017: 34).  

In line with this, the main purpose of communicating the science through the talk is not 
just to have people understand the seriousness of the situation: it is to spur them into action. 

“I only just saw a few months ago that graph [of temperatures and CO2 emissions of the last 
400,000 years]. It’s now my stokpaardje.15 It is so shocking and extreme, that should be plas-
tered everywhere! […] That’s why it’s good to have these talks that we do, even if it’s ten 
people. […] That’s all we’ve got to do, get more people thinking about it, because as soon as 
they think about it, unless they revert to kidding themselves, they’ll be forced to acknowledge 
the truth and realise they have to act too. Because you can’t let it go when you know.” (Chris, 
personal interview, 29 August 2019) 

Chris, a 56-year-old Brit who lived here for almost thirty years, positions a scientific under-
standing of the climate and ecological crisis as essential to mobilising people to take action. 
I have heard many rebels echo this idea, insisting that they felt a strong urge to “do some-
thing” once being exposed to the science. This demonstrates the value of this approach: by 
intervening in the discourse, it is opening up new possibilities for resistance. 

Who can relate to and through science?  

However, it does not open up possibilities for everyone equally. From her perspective as 
someone without higher education, Kirsten, a 50-year old rebel who works in administration, 
says she feels the talk mostly appeals to people who are university educated, and Anne ques-
tions the extent to which academic language in the Declaration of Rebellion16 can “appeal to 
the masses.”17 I was confronted with this realisation during an experience I had at a local 
community centre. Reaching out to community centres to host talks has been one of the 

 
15 A favoured issue or in this case, instrument.  
16 For the Declaration of Rebellion, see: https://extinctionrebellion.nl/en/persbericht-verklaring-
van-de-rebellie/ 
17 Translated from Dutch by the author.  

https://extinctionrebellion.nl/en/persbericht-verklaring-van-de-rebellie/
https://extinctionrebellion.nl/en/persbericht-verklaring-van-de-rebellie/
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solutions bouncing around the movement to the perceived lack of diversity of XR. In Den 
Haag, almost all talks had been restricted to student spaces and the activist-oriented café 
Utopie. The administrator of the community centre I contacted responded enthusiastically, 
and I headed over to discuss the details. During our conversation, it started to dawn on me 
how much the talk was actually tailored to a highly-educated audience, as I fumbled my way 
through an answer when the administrator asked me whether the talk was very scientific or 
we also use examples to illustrate our message. I felt ashamed that I had never quite realised 
the extent of prior knowledge of climate change and ability to interpret (and be interested 
in!) scientific graphs and data the talk required. At the same time, a warning from the speaker 
who would be giving the talk to not revise the talk based on my assumptions of the “less-
educated other’s” ability to interpret the science forced me to question the way in which I 
was reinforcing patterns of domination, and made me understand the importance of building 
affective ties across difference to challenge hegemonic and exclusionary ways of knowing.  

Emphasising a scientific understanding of the climate and ecological crisis also limits the 
possibility for forging transborder solidarities. By reaffirming the “modern Western mono-
cultural way of knowing”, it reinforces the coloniality of knowledge and power18 (Santos 
2010: 226). This perpetuates Eurocentrism and denies the validity of other ways of knowing 
to address the crisis, such as indigenous knowledges (Santos et al. 2007: xxxiii). In addition, 
reaffirming that nature can only be “known” through its representation by science reinforces 
the ontological separation of “nature” from “culture” (Latour 1993: 28), which legitimises 
the destruction and appropriation of “nature” in the name of progress. This inhibits the 
reaffirmation of relational knowledges between earth beings that resist the nature-culture 
divide (Rojas 2016: 372), limiting our ability to form the affective ties with “earth others” 
(Plumwood 1993: 137) essential to a politics that promotes justice for all living beings.  

At the same time, Malik, a university student from South Africa, reflects that despite its 
emphasis on science, he was actually attracted by the way XR humanises the crisis:  

“It finally took the environment out of this dichotomy of it’s either very scientific or very 
spiritual, […] what XR is doing, it’s saying listen, […] it’s going to cause society to collapse, 
you’re going to have mass starvation, these are human issues, that was a really important tran-
sition that needed to happen.” (personal interview, 14 August 2019) 

There are visible efforts in XRNL to supplement scientific knowledge with experiential 
knowledges. Personal accounts from the frontlines of ecological destruction find their way 
into the movement, such as that of Raki Ap, whose main political work focusses on the right 
to self-determination of the people of West Papua. For the past two years, Raki has actively 
sought out coalitions with the climate movement, emphasising the interconnectedness of 
their struggles.19 At the Declaration of Rebellion, he spoke about the ecological destruction 
wreaked by palm oil plantations, oil and mining companies in West Papua, bringing an in-
digenous perspective on the connections between neocolonialism, capitalism and climate 
change into the movement. I was struck by the way in which Raki approaches coalition-
building with optimism, determination and affection, all the while remaining critical. The 
connections between rebels and people like Raki have important political implications, 
demonstrating the potential of crossing through, with and over boundaries of difference 
(Mohanty 2003: 7).  

 
18 “Coloniality of power” (Quijano 2010) refers to the racialised relations of power that emerged in 
the context of colonialism, but continue to define power structures in the world today. “Coloniality 
of knowledge” (Lander 2000) refers to the ways in which as a result non-Eurocentric knowledges 
continue to be silenced and erased.  
19 Raki Ap, personal interview, 18 July 2019. 
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In addition, XR weaves a scientific understanding of the problem with an emotional, 
embodied way of relating to the climate and ecological crisis. After the scientific explanation 
of the “Heading for Extinction” talk, “one minute of silence” is introduced to make space 
for feelings of grief for what has been lost. This can be surprisingly powerful: during one talk 
when I was sitting quietly in a corner operating the PowerPoint, despite having seen the 
science and the talk many times before, I was surprised at how it still impacted me and made 
me feel overpoweringly sad and frustrated, feelings that were echoed by the audience mem-
bers. In this way, XR is interrupting a dominant interpretation which places science in the 
realm of “reason” and “enlightenment”, recognising that unless we connect to our emotions, 
we will not be taking the urgent action that is required. This resists the gendered denial of 
the epistemic importance of emotions, which delegitimises emotional responses to the cli-
mate and ecological crisis (Kretz 2017: 269; 283). This can be perceived as part of the “de-
centring effort” of Western science which Santos advocates is necessary to generate alterna-
tives to “modern crises” like climate change and inequality (2014: 125). This opens up new 
possibilities for connecting to human “others” and the more-than-human, which I will fur-
ther discuss in the next chapter.  

Emergency, urgency and the possibilities for belonging 

While important to spur people into action, XR’s discourse around the urgency of the climate 
and ecological crisis necessarily also creates silences, which Foucault describes as “an integral 
part of the strategies that underlie and permeate discourses” (1990: 27). By adopting a lan-
guage of emergency, XR risks obscuring the roots of climate change and ecological destruc-
tion in a long history of colonialism and extractivism (Shukin 2015), and the “slow violence” 
(Nixon 2011) being inflicted on people in the majority world. This raises painful questions 
regarding who needs to be affected for climate change to be labelled an “emergency”. Be-
sides, approaching climate change as a scientific problem that needs to be solved urgently 
can also motivate climate action that sidelines concerns over its social impacts (Schlembach 
2011: 209). Many rebels are acutely aware of this: 

“You mustn’t think that XR is about reducing CO2 emissions and that’s it. The climate justice 
idea is essential. It would be easy to somehow work out a way to reduce carbon emissions, 
but nothing would be solved. […] We have to find a permanent solution to it all.” (Chris, 
personal interview, 29 August 2019)  

Figure 3.2 
Logo XRNL 

Urgency is key to XR’s logo: an hourglass 
captured in a circle that represents the earth 

 

Source: Extinction Rebellion Nederland 2019. 
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Throughout my conversations and engagements in XR, tensions between urgency and 
justice continued to surface. In the everyday scramble to organise actions, I at times encoun-
tered limited possibilities to address justice and inclusivity in XR, even if everyone believes 
that these are extremely important. Jana, a student from Germany and at the time national 
facilitator of XRNL, reflects on the tension between urgency and the possibilities of building 
community and relations across difference:  

“I think [building a broad movement] requires a lot of energy, and I’m not sure people are 
willing to sacrifice their energy for this deep encounter compared to sacrificing their energies 
to organise toilets for an action which is more necessary short term kind of. […] I always 
wonder how to communicate that it’s more necessary to be sustainable not only in what we 
say, but also how we act, how we build the movement internally.” (Jana, personal interview, 
20 July 2019) 

How do we make space for the energy-intensive labour of building affective ties with others 
in a movement focussed on direct action? How do we square the temporality of ever-inten-
sifying climate breakdown with the time it takes to connect intimately, and build relations 
across difference? It is important to stay with these questions, as I in the following chapter 
will turn towards the role of regenerative culture in providing partial answers.  

3.2 Who is responsible for the climate and ecological crisis?  

While a shared understanding of what XR rebels for (“life”) forms an important basis of 
affinity and political kinship (Haraway 2006: 123), XRUK has been repeatedly criticised for 
failing to identify the causes of the climate and ecological crisis, particularly capitalism and 
colonialism (see e.g. Wretched of the Earth 2019). However, many of the rebels I interviewed 
explicitly linked “telling the truth” to questions of responsibility and the origins of the climate 
and ecological crisis, in ways that move beyond XRNL’s official demands and narratives. 
This provides important clues for understanding belonging.  

A diversity of politics and XR as a pedagogical space 

The XR principle and value that is perhaps most commonly cited by Dutch rebels is 
number 8: “We avoid blaming and shaming; we live in a toxic system, but no one individual 
is to blame.” Anne, one of the founders of XRNL who has been active in the climate move-
ment for years, explains that he thinks that an emphasis on individual lifestyle changes is 
deceptive: “to mobilise people, you need to tell them the truth.”20 Nevertheless, this inter-
pretation of combatting climate change – as opposed to collective action – has been remark-
ably dominant in the Netherlands. Van der Heijden links this to a neoliberal subjectivity 
which makes people respond in the way industry wants them to respond: as consumers rather 
than citizens (2017: 157). XR subverts this discourse through a relational interpretation which 
posits that we are all implicated in and affected by the “toxic system”, something which can 
only be resolved through systemic change. There is no clear definition of the “toxic system”, 
explicitly leaving room for a wide variety of interpretations: it is exploitative, unjust, and 
destructive at a personal, interpersonal, social and planetary level.21 

The interpretations of the “toxic system” among the people I interviewed varied signif-
icantly, but most favoured an economic explanation. For some, this amounts to the convo-
lution of wealth and power in the political system; others pointed to the obsession with 

 
20 Translated from Dutch by the author. 
21 My own interpretation, based on the Principles and Values from XRUK: https://rebel-
lion.earth/the-truth/about-us/. 
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economic growth and the profit imperative under capitalism as the root cause of the climate 
and ecological crisis. By rejecting the idea that growth equals prosperity, rebels subvert dom-
inant green growth discourses predicated on the “smoke-and-mirrors magic of exclusion” 
(Ebron and Tsing 2017: 683). This opens up the way to recognise the impacts of growth on 
humans and other living being who are rendered as “not mattering”, as well as possibilities 
for forming “rebellious and liberatory alternatives” to hegemonic forms of kinship and 
knowing (Ebron and Tsing 2017: 683). I was surprised to hear so many older rebels refer to 
the “Limits to Growth” report (Meadows et al. 1972), who in XR see the growth criticisms 
of the 1970s recognised and legitimated. By disrupting the hegemony of ecological modern-
isation, XR has the possibility to tie generations together through a common economic anal-
ysis.  

When I talk to Ernst, who recently obtained his PhD in climatology but interrupted his 
career for some months to devote himself to full-time activism, he reflects that XR strategi-
cally avoids framing the problem in terms of capitalism. In this way, XR attempts to provide 
space for a diversity of politics: I have seen anarchists, socialists, green capitalists and every-
one in between work side-by-side in XR. This is not to say that political differences do not 
create tensions, as they do throughout the climate movement as a whole (Falzon et al. 2018: 
95-95). However, I believe that these tensions are generally productive (Flórez Flórez 2010: 
133-137), allowing for dialogue between ideological standpoints without collapsing their dif-
ferences, recognising their creative potential (Lorde 1984: 115) and opening up possibilities 
for belonging across the (although mostly leftist) political spectrum.  

Despite XR’s (at times) deliberate avoidance of capitalism,22 Ernst reflects that the ma-
jority of people in XRNL are anti-capitalist. There are probably various reasons for this, but 
I argue that XR functions as a pedagogical (anti-capitalist) space with the potential to rapidly 
politicise people, sometimes within the space of a few weeks. Linda,23 a PhD student who 
recently joined the movement, is perhaps one of the best examples:  

“It’s a kind of self-reinforcing social process […]. Until a few weeks ago […] I took the capi-
talist system in which the economy needs to grow around 3% per year […] for granted, this is 
how it works, there is no alternative. […] But [when someone explained it to me], you think 
what kind of crazy system is this, […] there is literally a physical limit to what we can obtain. 
[…] So since three weeks ago I am more anti-capitalist than ever.”24 (personal interview, 13 
August 2019) 

To understand this, it is useful to return to the principle “we avoid blaming and shaming”. 
John, who worked in game design and digital advertising, but quit his job to devote himself 
to activism and is now working for Greenpeace, echoes Linda* when he tells me how a 
diversity of politics and lifestyle choices find a place in XR: “that’s what I really respect about 
XR, […] we’re [all] on a different point along that journey and you’re allowed to not be 
perfect. […] We’re taking the steps to support each other in that process.” I believe this 
loving attitude holds enormous potential for creating a space in which a wide variety of peo-
ple can claim belonging to the movement.  

 
22 This is a simplification, and is already starting to change: XR’s handbook “This is Not a Drill” 
clearly identifies capitalism and colonialism as the problem, as do many other XR publications.  
23 Not her real name. 
24 Translated from Dutch by the author.  
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Colonialism and contesting (white) innocence 

Besides emphasising the systemic nature of the climate and ecological crisis, many rebels reflect 
on the need to tell the truth about the geographical distribution of responsibility and impacts, 
in particular the responsibility of people in industrialised countries like the Netherlands: 

 “There’s the general narrative in the movement of the people who are going to be hit the 
hardest, are the people who’ve been contributing to the problem the least. And I think the 
way XR is trying to do it is basically saying we need to be telling the truth about what our 
industries, our governments, our society has caused, be open about that, […] and being real 
about the death and devastation that you’re causing to real life people right now. Not ten years 
in the future, not just plant life or animal life, but also human life.” (John, personal interview, 
14 August 2019) 

Malik tells me that he feels “white guilt” is primarily driving this narrative in XR, which he 
perceives as constructive. I was surprised by the amount of people that tied their own sense 
of responsibility into narratives of the Dutch colonial past:   

“[Regarding our history with the Dutch East India Company] I experience the same kind of, 
maybe not guilt but, what German people perhaps feel about the Second World War; my 
ancestors were not very cool people, no! The entire ‘Golden Age’, makes you think gold for 
whom… for my rich white ancestors it was really chill, but for the rest of the world? […] The 
Netherlands is still economically advanced based on what happened back then, maybe it’s time 
to end that.”25 (Linda*, personal interview, 13 August 2019) 

Kirsten echoes how colonialism made the Global North rich by “robbing the South 
empty”,26 while the Global South suffers the worst impacts from climate change. Similarly, 
Anne reflects how colonialism, the economic system and climate change are deeply inter-
twined: “There are still mechanisms at play like tribunals where companies can sue states for 
taking environmental measures, that is a product of colonialism, because it was invented by 
Dutch people to protect Shell in the Dutch East Indies.”27 Finally, Irene, a 60-year-old former 
peace activist and ceremonial leader, is visibly frustrated when she tells me:  

“The Netherlands has forever with this little frogland been in the top 10 or 5 of weapon-
producing and trading countries. We live on top of the beerput (cesspool) here… ugh! […] 
This is no peace, that we are doing so well here is because of the war economy, so tell people 
the truth!”28 

With these narratives, rebels are directly challenging the Dutch self-image of an innocent 
country regarding colonial and ecological violence, which appears to be an important part of 
“telling the truth”. Irene juxtaposes the dominant idea of the “little frogland”, where (white) 
innocence and ecologies come together in the image of a small place and its marshy lands 
and wet climate, with that of the beerput, the “pit of the bear”. These narratives make visible 
the “shadow places” (Plumwood 2008) of Dutch colonialism and capitalism. These views 
were shared by people across a variety of social locations, and several people related how 
they were shaped relationally, through interaction with people in and outside XR. Rebels are 
thus refusing to be interpellated by the hegemonic hailing of belonging to dominant narra-
tives of white innocence, opening up to contestation whose lives really matter, as well as 
possibilities for transformative belonging across geographical and racial difference. For 

 
25 Translated from Dutch by the author. 
26 Translated from Dutch by the author. 
27 Translated from Dutch by the author. 
28 Translated from Dutch by the author. 
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instance, Linda* directly connects (neo)colonial expropriation, the “idea that you have the 
right to grab whatever you want”,29 to the exploitation of natural gas in Groningen, inviting 
possibilities for solidarity. 

Several rebels cited this sense of responsibility as an important motivation for taking 
action. At the same time, we should not become too attached to geographic interpretations, 
but pair them with a deeper understanding of how social relations like race, class, gender and 
their intersections cut across geographies to shape power and responsibility (Newell 2005: 
70). Few rebels put forward such analyses, which I believe are important to move beyond 
binaries of oppressor/oppressed (Mohanty 2003: 55), and towards a more complex under-
standing of how power shapes the different realities of people in the Netherlands and their 
ability to respond to the climate and ecological crisis. Which notions of justice are prioritised, 
and who gets to long for justice? These remain important questions to keep asking ourselves. 

Which truth do we tell? The tensions of a radical narrative 

I have heard several people within XR signal a tension between intersectional analyses of the 
climate and ecological crisis like the ones provided above, and the need to urgently build a 
mass movement to address the crisis, which might be undermined by a message that is con-
sidered too “radical” or too “left-wing”. This tension between balancing “radicality” and 
“mass appeal” is played out again and again, affecting decisions around which groups to align 
ourselves with, who to invite to speak at our actions, where to organise talks and so on. Our 
ability to enter into alliances depends on our ability to attach onto other struggles without 
losing our emphasis on the climate and ecological crisis. Nevertheless, I would like to trouble 
these tensions a little.  

One particular moment when this tension became very clear to me was during the pro-
cess of reviewing the demands.30 During the long discussions in which we tried to shorten 
and clarify the demands, questions of how to appeal to “mainstream” Dutch citizens contin-
ued to surface. We can understand this imaginary  “mainstream” citizen as normative: white, 
male, middle-class, and relatively conservative. This raises important questions regarding 
who we want to align ourselves with: do we imagine ourselves as belonging to this norm, 
and the environmentalisms it produces, or do we choose to turn away from it? I argue that 
choosing transformative belonging that challenges these norms does not necessarily under-
mine our ability to build a mass movement. Almost everyone I speak to comments on the 
fact that Dutch people are particularly difficult to mobilise, because we prefer negotiation 
and coalition-building over protest. We even have an entire vocabulary devoted to this: schip-
peren and the polder model regularly came up in conversations. However, as someone re-
marked when reviewing the demands, our remarkable acquiescence when it comes to politi-
cal matters is fuelled by myths of the Netherlands being the “best and greenest country in 
the world”. It seems to me that actively working to intervene in these discourses has great 
mobilising potential: shifting the discursive “Overton window”, which used to feature in 
earlier versions of the talk, rather than responding to the norm. As I have demonstrated, 
many rebels are already engaging in this; it is important that these narratives find their way 
into official XRNL communications.  

 
29 Translated from Dutch by the author.  
30 See Appendix A. 
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3.3 Conclusion 

In conclusion, “telling the truth” is essential to XR’s identity and strategy, and scientific 
knowledges constitute a core part of this. Although this to an extent reproduces hegemonic 
norms of white, rational, middle-class masculinity that historically inform the environmental 
movement, it simultaneously disrupts dominant ecological modernisation discourses by ap-
pealing to “emergency” language and demanding systemic change. In addition, XR is increas-
ingly foregrounding emotional and experiential epistemologies. This structures belonging in 
both exclusionary and inclusionary ways, yet the emphasis on urgency at times jeopardises 
the time-intensive labour of coalition-building. Finally, many rebels contest the Dutch self-
image of innocence in relation to colonial and ecological violence. These contestations are 
important, because they open up possibilities for building affective ties with those who have 
suffered the most at the hands of colonialism and capitalism. Thus, while XR demands that 
we “tell the truth”, there are in fact many truths circulating within XRNL, which figures as a 
pedagogical space in the relational (re)production of these knowledges. Being able to hold 
these different truths while examining which ones are most useful for transformative belong-
ings is essential, as it is a way of resisting the totalising tendencies of modernity, recognising 
that all perspectives are necessarily partial (Haraway 2006: 139).  
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Chapter 4  
We need a Regenerative Culture: relational 
subjectivities and mourning as political praxis 
 
In this chapter, I further explore the epistemic and ontological importance of emotions in 
XR by focussing on XRNL’s “Regenerative Culture” (RC). I will first discuss the ways in 
which RC is fostering relationality and caring connections within XRNL, and opening up 
possibilities for transformative belonging. Next, I examine how “vulnerability” is reconsti-
tuting subjectivities and forms an important site of action and connection for XR rebels. 
Finally, I will examine the role of grief and loss in making us aware of our shared vulnerabil-
ities, and how this can contribute to a politics of mourning based on responsible connections 
between places and beings without collapsing the differences between them.  

4.1 “Try to inhabit the mushroom”: the relational self and care 
for the other(-than-human) 

The first day of September is a drab, rainy Sunday, but the offices where XRNL is having 
its pre-Rebel Without Borders31 national meet-up is abuzz with excited voices, joyful reun-
ions, and contented sighs when people get their hands on a cup of coffee. It is these emo-
tions that I find coursing through my own body at the sight of hundred or so rebels from 
across the country coming together to plan, prepare, and embrace each other. Before the 
Actions & Logistics circle launches into the practicalities of the day, Robin as a representa-
tive of the Regenerative Culture circle asks us to get up, give our body a little shake, and 
close our eyes. 

“I would like you to consider a mushroom, how, when you encounter it in the forest by itself, 
it seems so alone, so small. Try to inhabit the mushroom, seemingly alone in the huge forest. 
Try to feel how it feels, fragile, beautiful, exposed, difficult. And now feel the mycelium, […] 
feel your entanglement with […] the forest, the leaves on the ground and the other mush-
rooms […] how it is all you and how it is not you. Step into that feeling […] and try to hold it 
for a moment.” (XR national meet-up, 1 September 2019) 

When I open my eyes again, I have to wipe away some tears: tears of joy and gratitude 
of knowing myself to be connected to the people in this room, to the other-than-human, 
entangled together in political struggle for the right to exist. “Regenerative Culture” is an 
important part of XR. It is expressed not only through these kinds of exercises, but also 
embedded in its everyday practices. It is the movement’s prefigurative politics: the way it 
imagines and enacts the new world “within the shell of the old” (Graeber 2004: 7). I argue 
here that “relationality” and fostering caring and responsible connections between humans 
and with the other-than-human are key features of RC. In its most basic definition, RC is a 
culture that is healthy, resilient and adaptable, caring for ourselves, each other, the planet and 
life as a whole. It is about substituting a “toxic” society which degenerates its social and 
ecological foundations for one that is regenerative, recognising that “we belong in deep re-
lation to each other and our worlds” (Wright 2015: 403). 

There are many tangible examples of RC in XRNL. RC is embedded in its principles 
and values, from “we avoid blaming and shaming” to “we actively mitigate for power”.32 

 
31 The international week(s) of rebellion in October. 
32 See Appendix A. 
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During meetings, we have a check-in and check-out to share how we are doing, introduce 
ourselves with our pronouns, and use hand signals to communicate.33 The significance of 
these micro-practices in challenging norms and acknowledging people that get erased by 
them became clear to me when Linda told me that as someone who is neuro-atypical it made 
her feel there was a place for her in XRNL from the very first meeting. There are also specific 
roles during actions considered part of RC: besides the “arrestables” who are purposefully 
looking to get arrested, there are many non-arrestable roles, including specific “wellbeing 
roles”. Wellbeing people are in charge of the physical and emotional care and wellbeing of 
anyone involved in actions, including bystanders. This can mean peeling mandarins for peo-
ple who are “glued on”,34 but wellbeing people are also trained in de-escalation, body-aware-
ness and deep listening techniques. During the wellbeing training at the national meet-up, I 
was blown away by the trusting and intimate spaces of deep connection and vulnerability 
these practices create among strangers. As rebels experiment with how they want to belong 
to each other and the collective, these practices prefigure a new world in becoming. There is 
a possibility here for reworking power relations, “creating and recreating solidarities through 
the very act of living” (Wright 2008: 224).  

Several of my interviewees commented specifically on the way in which reworking our 
ways of relating and being “otherwise” form a central component of RC, celebrating XR’s 
community of support and care. Encouraging each other to take time for regeneration is 
embedded in movement practices through scheduled debriefs and reflection after actions, as 
well as in everyday interactions: “when you say: ‘I’m really overwhelmed so I’m not coming 
this week’, everyone says: ‘Okay, we understand completely, come back whenever you’re 
ready’.”35 This makes XR stand apart from other collectives where there is less space for 
caring relations. Kennelly (2014: 243-244) describes how a lack of a culture of support can 
foster burnout and depression among young female activists, and Pecorelli (2015) describes 
how sometimes personal emotions that do not align with the collective cause can be per-
ceived as obstructive.36  

One reason why care-full relations are valued as prefigurative praxis, is that many people 
in XRNL see care for human beings as deeply intertwined with care for the other-than hu-
man. I have heard many people repeat that taking care of ourselves is the first step in taking 
care of the earth, and Linda reflects that rebels who join the movement out of care for the 
earth tend to also be caring when it comes to people. This is significant for two reasons. 
First, because it legitimises self-care as a political strategy and “giving support as a political 
need”, opening up towards the web of human and other-than-human relationships that are 
“at the core of effective, sustainable activist practice” (Kennelly 2014: 254). Second, it rejects 
the divide between “human” and “nature”, instead approaching all life and matter as inter-
connected and deserving of care. In this way, it is shifting subjectivities to recognise the 
relational constitution of the self (Gilson 2015: 23), rejecting the denial of dependency and 
relationality that constitute the conditions for oppression and injustice along multiple axes 
of difference and the exploitation of the other-than-human (Gilson 2015: 12). 

I argue that XR thus functions as a pedagogical space for unlearning dominant ways of 
being and relating to ourselves and each other (Motta and Esteves 2014: 8). Communication 

 
33 This is not specific to XR: this is used to varying degrees in other (environmental) groups too, and 
the signs are borrowed directly from Occupy. 
34 Chris, personal interview, 29 August 2019. 
35 Linda, personal interview, 13 August 2019. Translated from Dutch by the author.  
36 This does not mean that everything is perfect: burnout and exhaustion continue to form a challenge 
within XRNL. 
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forms an important element of this: Anna37 told me she learnt a lot about communication in 
XR, and that “it’s a space where I can engage in call out/call in culture,38 that was accepted 
and appreciated in ways that were new to me.” Non-Violent Communication workshops are 
supposed to formalise these pedagogies. Compassionate, collaborative communication re-
sists exclusionary forms of belonging and aims to unlearn harmful and divisive practices.   
This is not an easy process as John reflects: “it’s so hard for people to put into practice, 
because people are coming from these systems that are hierarchical, competitive, very 
growth-oriented, it’s hard to break free from those things.” Rather than being together dif-
ferently, it is perhaps better understood a process of becoming “otherwise”. This simultane-
ously constitutes a mode and way of resisting.  

However, RC is not always recognised as an important element of the movement’s po-
litical praxis. Although one of XR’s founders, Gail Bradbrook, emphasises the importance 
of an “ecology of theories of change” (Extinction Rebellion UK 2019a), for most people 
non-violent civil disobedience is considered the core of XR’s strategy. As a result, there is a 
generalised feeling that there is insufficient space for RC, which tends to get overshadowed 
by the urgency of direct action. This reading of XR delegitimises other strategies, in what I 
interpret to be a gendered understanding of which kinds of activism really matter. Direct 
action is infused with thrill and heroism traditionally associated with masculinity, and there-
fore valued over care, relationality and reflexivity that characterise RC but are typically asso-
ciated with femininity. This hierarchisation of strategies is also excluding in other ways, as 
people’s ability to get arrested highly depends on race, class and sexuality-based privileges. A 
failure to recognise the legitimacy of other forms of resistance, including those practiced by 
XR itself, forms a major barrier to challenging hegemonic norms of being and knowing that 
have traditionally structured environmental activism, and limit the possibilities for transform-
ative belonging.  

Nevertheless, for many people RC and feeling community are key reasons for getting 
and/or staying involved with XR. RC practices are actively creating belonging, as belongings 
are made through the coming together of beings and things in relational ways (Wright 2015: 
393). Rather than perceiving belongings as either inclusive or exclusive (Wright 2015: 399), 
they are better understood as always necessarily both. Interestingly, the people I interviewed 
mention either XR’s action strategy or RC as the main aspect of the movement that attracted 
them – hardly anyone mentions both. Although RC speaks to many people who would oth-
erwise perhaps not have felt they belonged in activist spaces, I have also seen how these 
practices alienate others who do not feel they belong to the “floaty” or “spiritual” character 
of RC. In addition, I have experienced how at times the community and care labour that XR 
demands can be emotionally and physically exhausting, leaving me less able to be caring 
towards myself and others around me. This raises questions around who can be in commu-
nity with each other in XR. I would like to share Kirsten’s take on RC here, which I find 
promising as suggesting a way of thinking community beyond XR towards more inclusive 
belongings: 

 “When you’re talking about regenerative culture, […] for me that really means something like 
building up a network in the neighbourhoods, with associations, building networks in which 
you support each other, help, I think in the end that’s the only way in which you can survive 
as a human, you need to cooperate, whether you’re highly educated or not, you need to be 
able to rely on each other.”39 (personal interview, 26 August 2019) 

 
37 Not her real name. 
38 Anna defines ‘call out’ culture as the culture of publicly ‘calling out’ inappropriate (e.g. racist/sexist) 
behaviour, while ‘calling in’ culture holds people to account in private.  
39 Translated from Dutch by the author. 
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4.2 Relating from vulnerability 

As I discussed in the previous chapter, although scientific knowledge is central to XR, an 
important component of RC is its emphasis on making space for our emotional response to 
the climate and ecological crisis. Through a combination of a language of “crisis”, dystopian 
imaginaries and emotional connections, I argue that XR is making people aware of their 
vulnerability, which represents an important challenge to hegemonic ways of knowing and 
being. For many rebels, the prospect of ecological disaster in the Netherlands is almost ac-
cepted as certainty. During a mourning circle – which I introduce in the next section – the 
emphasis was not on if disaster at home was going to strike, but when, with flooding as the 
most salient possibility. This was accompanied by a loss of faith in people’s privileges and 
government to provide protection. This is quite exceptional: in Europe, cultural discourses 
on climate change have tended to construe it as a problem of geographical, temporal and 
even ontological distance (Doyle 2011, as cited in Arthur 2017: 34). In their research with 
Dutch university students, El Zoghbi and El Ansari (2014) found they considered themselves 
to be safe from the impacts of climate change, seemingly sheltered by their location, socio-
economic privileges, and faith in government and technology. XR interferes into this narra-
tive of invulnerability: despite the high number of young, highly-educated and middle-class 
rebels, they are motivated to take action not just by global injustice, but based on an imme-
diate fear for their own lives, environment and loved ones. 

Feminist scholars have made us aware that vulnerability is not just a condition of being 
susceptible to harm or risks, but that it is a way of being related to what is not fully masterable 
(Butler 2014: 25). Judith Butler defines vulnerability as an “unwilled susceptibility” that binds 
us to others (2005: 91). We are always vulnerable, but it is recognising ourselves as such 
which signals a shift in the constitution of ourselves (Butler 2004: 43): “our vulnerability, our 
ability to be open to others, enables relationality and thus allows us to become what we are 
as well as to become otherwise in relation to others” (Gilson 2015: 23-24). This substitutes 
the individual, autonomous modern subject who is the master of its environment – inherent 
to modern environmentalisms which emphasise technological optimism – for a subjectivity 
founded on dependency, uncertainty and absence of control (Head 2016 as cited in Bulkeley 
et al. 2018: 325-326; Verlie 2019: 754).  

For many people in XR, feeling vulnerable seems to be intimately connected to their 
motivation to take action. I was struck by this when Robin, who has been with XRNL since 
the beginning and works in IT, shared with me that as a white man, he has never really had 
to feel vulnerable. Although he was aware of climate change and biodiversity loss, he is visibly 
uncomfortable when he tells me he finds it hard to admit that it was fear for his own safety 
which precipitated his decision to join XR. Similarly, Daan, who recently graduated from a 
technical university, tells me how he was always aware that climate change was an issue, but 
that he did not really realise it would have actual implications for his own life. He describes 
in detail how during the exceptionally hot summer of 2018 he was doing his graduate project 
in a lab where it’s 18°C all year round, and every day he would go outside and notice the 
extreme temperatures completely alien to him in the Netherlands. This led him to investigate 
further the science and implications of climate change, eventually leading to his rapid politi-
cisation which culminated in taking action with XR.   

What counts for Robin and Daan also counts for me: my privileges of being Dutch, 
white, highly-educated and middle-class have earned me a sense of invulnerability in relation 
to many things, including ecological disaster. By disrupting a sense of entitlement to a better 
future, vulnerability works to destabilise privilege and discourses of planetary domination 
(Verlie 2019: 754). When I first joined XR, I was sceptical of the language of “crisis”, sub-
scribing to the widespread belief that XR’s emphasis on disaster would only paralyse people. 
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I was involved in environmental organisations before and believed climate change was really 
important, and at times I would feel terrified after reading another article about how desper-
ate the situation is, but this feeling would subside as quickly as it came. However, by being 
exposed to XR’s discourses and being in community with people for whom taking action 
against the climate and ecological crisis had taken over their entire life, I gradually started to 
internalise XR’s narratives.40 Instead of cognitively understanding the problem, being with 
XR made me feel the “great unravelling” in Joanna Macy’s terms (Macy and Brown 2014). 
Although this has made me feel terrified and incredibly sad, as Butler proposes vulnerability 
is also “part of the very meaning of political resistance as an embodied enactment” (2014: 
12). She argues this in the context of deliberate exposure to power, like in a non-violent 
blockade; recognising our vulnerability in light of the climate and ecological crisis makes the 
mobilisation of this vulnerability for resistance only seem logical.  

At the same time, it is important to remain attentive to the fact that there are many 
people who do face greater exposure to the impacts of the climate and ecological crisis. 
Therefore, it is important that action is not only inspired by our own vulnerability, but also 
by “extensive responsibility for these especially vulnerable others”, a responsiveness which 
Gilson argues is itself elicited through reckoning with our own vulnerability (2015: 24). It is 
by taking the lives of marginalised communities as the point of departure that our politics 
becomes most inclusive (Mohanty 2003: 510). Vulnerability can thus provide a fruitful entry 
point for relating to others, opening up possibilities for belonging across difference and spe-
cies by knowing that we are all affected, however unequally, by the same crisis.  

Vulnerability also has the potential to disrupt the culturally embedded idea of human 
domination over nature, captured brilliantly by Daan:  

 “We cannot think otherwise than that we will always be fine, but at one point we will fall from 
our throne and we will realise that we are also vulnerable. […] The watersnoodramp41 is as far 
as I know the last time that we as Dutch people got a significant beating from the sea, from 
our natural enemy which we have been trying to keep out for hundreds of years. […] Many 
people don’t know that [danger] anymore, […] they don’t feel that fear anymore. I think at 
some point when people start feeling that fear again, people would be prepared to do what is 
necessary. […] Who is scared of nature anymore in the Netherlands? We are really scared of 
other things, terrorists, Russia, maybe Trump… people are scared of their neighbours, but 
we’re not scared of nature.”42 (personal interview, 27 August 2019) 

Echoing Daan’s suggestion, during the demands review process someone suggested centring 
the 1953 flood in XR’s narrative, because reminding people of their vulnerability in relation 
to nature would not only create a sense of urgency, but also of solidarity. It is worth noting 
the tensions here, in the sense that vulnerability when understood as exposure to risk may 
also lead to a reactionary response, reinforcing the desire for control that characterises the 
modern self and its response to climate change (Head 2016 as cited in Bulkeley et al. 2018: 
329). Therefore, it is important to provide spaces where we attend to our vulnerabilities ra-
ther than willing it away through domination and control (Butler 2004: 29); Irene suggested 
that respecting our boundaries and retreating from the sea may be a more adequate response. 

 
40 And yes, I do sometimes wonder if I have been brainwashed, and to what extent the lack of dis-
tance to my research is problematic. However, I am extremely appreciative of the space for reflexiv-
ity in XR, and the ways in which my relations to people outside the movement keep me sane.     
41 Major flood in 1953, which formed the incentive for the construction of the Delta Works coastal 
defences.  
42 Translated from Dutch by the author.  



 26 

Dependency, vulnerability and responsibility come together in the phrase “we are na-
ture defending itself”, which has found common currency in parts of the environmental 
movement and was painted on a flag attached to the iconic yellow boat during Rebel Without 
Borders (see Figure 4.1). Although I think we need to trouble what it really means to be 
“nature defending itself” when we are deeply implicated in ecological destruction, this phrase 
stands in immediate opposition to the modern trope of (white) “saving nature” narratives, 
opening up the way to what Haraway calls “social nature” (1992: 309). Arguing that nature 
is “made” by human/other-than-human agglomerations, Haraway centres justice as essential 
to the meaning of nature and the way land and people are organised (1992: 297). When in 
the summer of 2019 the Amazon fires were dominating the news, I felt incredibly frustrated 
with “saving trees” tropes circulating around XR. A greater emphasis on the Amazon as “an 
irreducibly human/non-human collective entity” (Haraway 1992: 311) from a place of shared 
vulnerability would have resulted in a more useful understanding of how nature and justice 
are co-constitutive, and how we can imagine belonging that does not exclude “derealised” 
humans for the sake of reifying a certain imagination of nature. 

4.3 Mourning and grief as relationality and political praxis 

“Now that we are crying, learning our emotions again, will come this connection to who 
we are, where we are coming from.”43 

- Irene, personal interview, 12 August 2019 

What does it mean to mourn at the end of the world? 

It was an incredibly hot summer day at the end of July when I, a little doubtful and a 
little nervous, rang the doorbell next to the green XR sticker that I identified as belonging to 
the Amsterdam Rebel Base. Inside the new office space, I gathered with six other rebels for 
the first “mourning circle” of XRNL, organised by the RC circle. Although mixed in age, we 

 
43 Translated from Dutch by the author.  

 

Figure 4.1 
“We are nature defending itself” at the yellow boat with “tell the truth” 

Rebel Without Borders 

Source: Catharina Gerritsen 2019 
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were definitely on the older side for XR, and the circle had mainly drawn people involved in 
RC – many with an interest in spirituality or self-improvement. Mourning circles44 are a way 
of collectively coming to grips with “the unbearable reality that we are living in a dying world, 
a world that a great many of us are helping to kill” (Klein 2014: 28). As we progressed through 
the evening, the atmosphere in the room turned heavy and full of sadness. While we dis-
cussed what the “great unravelling” does to our lives, everyone was blinking away their tears 
or crying quietly.  

Grief is an important emotion through which XR encourages people to connect to the 
reality of the climate and ecological crisis, during mourning circles as well as during actions 
and public performances. In April, during the Declaration of Rebellion, the “blood of our 

 
44 They are based on the work of Joanna Macy (Macy and Brown 2014), who is an important intel-
lectual inspiration for XR. 

Figure 4.3 
Funeral procession in Amsterdam 

Source: Catharina Gerritsen 2019. 

Figure 4.2 
Blood of our children at the Declaration of Rebellion 

 

Source: Catharina Gerritsen 2019. 
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children” was spilled onto the Plein in Den Haag to symbolise the (future) violence of climate 
change (see Figure 4.2), and in June, a funeral procession through the canals of Amsterdam 
(see Figure 4.3) bore a coffin which symbolised “our future and […] those already suffering 
at the hands of climate breakdown” (Extinction Rebellion Nederland 2019). Grief and 
mourning carry important potential to make people aware of their shared vulnerabilities: loss 
“illuminate[s] the very depths of socio-ecological relationality” by revealing the connections 
that tie us to others and co-constitute our own subjectivities (Butler 2004: 22).  

Scholarly attention to grief in the context of the climate and ecological crisis has partic-
ularly emphasised “ecological grief” as an extension of mourning to other-than-human bod-
ies (Cunsolo 2012: 141), mostly ignoring how this intersects with human power relations. In 
this section, I consider how mourning opens up possibilities for belonging not just across 
species boundaries, but also with multifarious human others. Without aiming to be exhaus-
tive, I discuss three “subjects” of mourning: local ecologies and their “shadow places”, the 
future, and the loss of “the world as we know it”. 

“Learning to be affected” through local ecologies 

Gibson et al. (2015: vii-viii) argue that our connections to earth others develop by “learning 
to be affected” (Latour 2004a) by certain ecologies, species and materialities in specific local-
ities, and the loss and potentiality that constitute them. During the mourning circle, I shared 
how seeing the devastating open-pit lignite mines just across the German border constituted 
an experience of ecological grief that left a lasting impression on me. However, I have rarely 
heard stories of grief for Dutch ecologies in XR. Although it is important to interrogate the 
non-straightforward ways in which we learn to be affected in a globalised world, this absence 
of intimate connections to local ecologies is striking. At the funeral procession, grief was 
directed at “our future and the future of the city of Amsterdam”, as well as disappearing 
“coral reefs, tropical forests, savannah”, and the “thousands or millions of people [who] will 
die due to floods, famine, droughts, or conflict” (Extinction Rebellion 2019). Loss appears 
to be either geographically or temporally removed from Dutch reality. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the Dutch landscape is not considered “real nature”; as a 
result, Dutch ecologies have become derealised bodies which are “ungrievable”, because they 
never really existed (Butler 2004: 33). The “othering” of these ecologies is co-constitutive of 
our subjectivities, as Butler signals that we are as much constituted by the lives we do grieve 
as by those whose deaths we disavow (2004: 46). By opening up to contestation what it is 
that we grieve for, mourning not merely the destruction of “coral reefs, tropical forests, sa-
vannah” but the Dutch heather, seas and agricultural wastelands, we redefine the boundaries 
of which lives matter and are able to unsettle the narratives of innocence which cover up the 
ecological destruction that underpins modernity. One promising example is the “missing” 
posters of local species threatened with extinction, like the national bird, the Grutto (see 
Figure 4.4). This not only allows us to form “risky attachments” (Latour 2004b) with (earth) 
others, relinquishing control and domination for the possibilities of uncertain connections 
(Instone 2015: 36); it also enables transformative belonging across time and space with other 
places of human/more-than-human agglomerations of loss. 
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As I discussed in the previous chapter, many rebels are aware of the (neo)colonial vio-
lence in the “shadow places” of Dutch development, and feel responsibility towards these 
places and beings. Our limited ability to mourn the other-than-human is also entangled in 
the derealisation of people all over the world who have intimate connections to their ecolo-
gies and mourn them (Cunsolo 2012: 154). This illustrates the possibility of belonging to tie 
grief for the human and more-than human together. However, the “coloniality of power” 
(Quijano 2010) renders these connections inherently risky, since colonial denial and appro-
priation are easily replicated (Jacobs 1994). As Vazquez proposes, listening can be an essential 
tool for an ethical orientation towards knowledge as relationality (2012: 7): listening to others’ 
grief and being responsive to it is essential for establishing responsible connections.  

Mourning the future, erasing the past? 

Rather than mourning local ecosystems, the speech delivered during the funeral procession 
primarily focuses on future loss when it comes to the Netherlands. Even though most rebels 
are aware of past and present impacts, an emphasises on “future loss” continues to surface 
as people grapple with the complex geographical and temporal realities of loss inflicted by 
the climate and ecological crisis. This risks erasing the past and present violence against other 
beings and humans in other places; it also negates the reality of people already suffering at 
the hands of the “toxic system” in the Netherlands. If we understand from queer death stud-
ies that mourning tends to overlook individuals who do not correspond to the norm (Ra-
domska et al. 2019: 5), it is important to consider how reinforcing the idea that loss is located 
in the future negates the losses of marginalised people in the Netherlands, considerably lim-
iting the possibilities for belonging. 

At the same time, futurity is important given the accelerating and intensifying impacts 
of climate change for all beings and places. Can we mourn the future without erasing the 
past? In their interviews, many people interwove stories of people and ecologies that are 
already affected with fears for their own immediate kin. At the same time, the failure to 
translate this into official XR narratives undermines our ability to relate to loss and violence 
across geographical, temporal and other boundaries of difference. Langstaff (2016: 335) 

Figure 4.4 
“Missing: Grutto”  

 

Source: Bente Brunia 2019 (public domain) 
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argues that a radical politics of mourning which takes “some a priori unity of historical sub-
jects” as a point of departure is impossible, given the radically uneven character of the dis-
possessive violence of modernity and ecological destruction. Moving beyond narratives of 
disaster for a universal “humanity”, and towards a politics of mourning rooted in specific 
realities of loss provides a starting point for the responsible connections that transformative 
belonging requires.  

Mourning “the world as we know it”: belonging in the “One-World-
World” 

During the mourning circle, several people expressed their grief for the “loss of the world as 
we know it”, and the inability of their children to live as they have lived. We can understand 
this as a sense of loss not only for a changing world but also for the modern self, sustained 
by a fossil fuel economy (Head 2016: 31). I felt frustrated, because as a young person, I could 
never quite claim belonging to their world; it was never meant to survive for me and I was 
never going to live in it. Without dismissing the deep loss felt by people as the world they 
have always known is slipping away, it is important to recognise that this “One-World-
World” (Escobar 2016) was always based on the denial of other beings’ belonging to it: gen-
dered and racialised “others”, non-human beings and future (now present) generations. 
Thus, Gabrys suggests that the “end of the world” is less about planetary destruction, and 
more an encounter with the relations we have ignored, overlooked or even ruined (2018: 61). 
While decolonial scholars draw attention to the ways in which modernity/coloniality actively 
rendered other worlds and ways of being outside Europe non-existent (Escobar 2016: 15; 
Vazquez 2017: 78), Irene reflects how this also occurred in the Netherlands itself:  

“Because of my contacts with indigenous peoples, I notice that I think the first country where 
colonisation was successful, is here. Our wise women have been burned at the stake, our wise 
men, our culture, we don’t even speak the language anymore, it has been completely wiped 
off the map. We don’t even remember who we are anymore, who our ancestors are, the feel 
of the land.”45 (personal interview, 12 August 2019) 

Recognising how we are connected through the same processes of violence and loss that 
sustain the One-World-World as it comes to an end holds out a promise for transformative 
belonging. Langstaff argues that as anxiety is taking hold of those who could lay claim to 
belonging in the One-World World we “stumbled upon a narrow stretch of common ground 
with those who have been the objects of modernity’s most violent inclusions and founda-
tional exclusions […] herein lies the possibility of coalition” (2016: 339). Grieving across 
boundaries, human and more-than-human, makes us aware of the conceptual, spiritual and 
emotional limitations of some of the core divisions that constitute Western modernity (Fitz-
Henry 2017: 156). If we are willing to depart from this world, we are able to come together 
through our dispossessions and orient ourselves towards the pluriverse (Langstaff 2016: 339), 
a world in which many worlds fit (Escobar 2016: 20).  

Yet our own implication in this tremendous loss, however unequally, makes the possi-
bility for coalition simultaneously elusive (Langstaff 2016: 339). This tension was also artic-
ulated at the funeral procession:  

“it can be awkward to confront the reality that we, with our consumption habits, cause the 
problem we are desperately trying to solve. […] Still, we need to ask ourselves to confront it, 
together. We need to grieve.” (Extinction Rebellion Nederland 2019) 

 
45 Translated from Dutch by the author. 
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Verlie suggests that while guilt is “awkward”, it can be an important step towards articulating 
a responsible subject (2019: 756), which my explorations in the previous chapter tentatively 
confirm. At the intersections of grief and guilt, we are invited to “stay with the trouble” 
(Haraway 2013), asking ourselves “how do we approach collective relations of loss, violence, 
and grief without collapsing its stark inequalities and irreducible multiplicities?” (Langstaff 
2016: 354).  

Mourning as a site of action: towards a politics of mourning 

The mourning circle was not just a place of deep sadness, it also provided a space for 
forging deep connections; emotions like grief “align individuals with communities – or bodily 
space with social space – through the very intensity of their attachments” (Ahmed 2004: 
119). The “emotional solidarity” this creates is important to validate experiences of grief, 
which as an emotion can simultaneously be alienating, as it falls outside what is a normatively 
accepted response to climate and ecological change (Kretz 2017: 271-275). I experienced that 
collective, conscious processes of mourning, rather than precipitating into despair, can also 
provide the foundation for collective action (Head 2016 in Bulkeley et al. 2018: 326), while 
turning away from loss and grief constitutes a form of denial which may inhibit people from 
taking political action (Randall 2009: 127). During the mourning circle, we recognised that 
our mourning originates from a place of great love, love for that which survives which ex-
ceeds what was lost (Langstaff 2016: 342). Mourning is intimately tied up with hope, which 
generates action towards possible worlds, striving to do things otherwise (Verlie 2019: 757). 
Head argues that hope, as the embodied orientation and praxis towards making a difference, 
is distinct from optimism, which dulls grief and is characterised by an investment in a better, 
stable future that underpins modernist approaches to climate change (2016 as cited in Bulke-
ley et al. 2018: 329-330).  

The political action that mourning engenders is defined by the possibilities for belonging 
it creates: through fostering an ethical responsiveness to derealised others and mourning 
those otherwise rendered ungrievable, their lives come to inform our political action (Cun-
solo 2012: 141-142). At the same time, it is important to remain aware of the erasures that 
occur within the new (still hierarchical) constellations of grief this creates. Taking mourning 
as the basis for our political praxis can supplement urgency as a site of action, making space 
for connections and affections that are otherwise lost. Mourning as a political praxis requires 
that we invent the appropriate practices and rituals that help us imagine and enact the begin-
ning of another world,  “a form of loving ceremony, transformative assembly, wellspring of 
resilience” (Langstaff 2016: 343). Beyond ritual, mourning can also form the motivation for 
disruptive actions, taking to the streets to demand an end to violence (Langstaff 2016: 348-
349). This has great potential but is something which in XRNL still needs to be fostered, 
something for which the mourning circles provide a good starting point.  

3.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, forging caring and responsible connections between humans and with the 
other-than-human are key features of RC and XR’s prefigurative politics. Through recognis-
ing our shared vulnerabilities, RC welcomes an emerging relational subjectivity, as we will-
ingly open ourselves up to others and our interdependency. This “affective adaptation” (Ver-
lie 2019: 760-761) makes XR a pedagogical space for (un)learning dominant ways of being, 
thinking and becoming otherwise in relation to others (Motta and Esteves 2014: 8; Gilson 
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2015: 23-24) – XR is “like a life boat, preventative and adaptive at the same time.”46 As we 
become aware of our socio-ecological entanglements through vulnerability and loss, this 
gives rise to new ethical and political connections; as Tsing puts it, we are “forced to be ever 
more aware of the process of finding allies and building collaborations when we realise we 
are not the crest of a wave to an imagined better future” (2018: 75).  

This is fostered by recognising grief and mourning as appropriate responses to the cli-
mate and ecological crisis, disrupting modern relations of domination towards the more-
than-human and troubling the Dutch self-image of innocence in relation to ecological vio-
lence. Entangled with a tenuous hoping, mourning becomes “an embodied labour of bearing 
worlds” (Verlie 2019: 757) and can provide a basis for action that moves beyond urgency. 
Mourning as a political praxis is something which I propose merits nurturing in XRNL: 
where urgency inhibits the forging of alliances, mourning orients us towards connectivity 
and transformative belongings, redefining the boundaries of who belongs to the struggle for 
social and climate justice. At the same time, it is important to remain attentive to the way in 
which grief remains a terrain of political struggle, and new configurations of belonging give 
rise to new exclusionary practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
46 John, personal interview, 15 August 2019. 
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 
 
In this Research Paper, I have attempted to provide insight into how dominant subjectivities 
and knowledges are being resisted and/or reinforced in Extinction Rebellion Netherlands, 
and how this affects (possibilities for) belonging. After rethinking Dutch environmentalisms 
in terms of power relations entangled in the denial of a history of capitalist colonial and 
ecological violence, I elaborated on two aspects of XRNL in relation to the navigation of 
these normative ways of knowing and being: narratives of “tell the truth” and its regenerative 
culture. Where Chapter 3 focussed more on the discursive and epistemic aspects, Chapter 4 
emphasised subjectivities and the ontological dimension, although with considerable overlap 
and intersections between the two. I have discussed several ways in which dominant knowl-
edges and subjectivities are being reinforced, leading to exclusionary belongings, such as a 
reliance on scientific knowledge, an emphasis on urgency, mourning practices that remove 
violence temporally and geographically from our immediate surroundings and a desire to 
appeal to normative, “mainstream” citizens. Additionally, I signalled many openings for 
transformative belonging, including the rethinking of our subjectivities through vulnerability 
and relationality, mourning as a political praxis, the legitimation of emotional and experiential 
knowledges and the contestation of (white) innocence. 

Rather than providing definitive answers, I see this text as providing openings, ques-
tions, and glimpses of something that is inherently too dynamic and complex to capture 
completely, so that we might think, imagine, learn, connect and rebel more consciously and 
responsibly. There are many topics and facets of XR that provide important insights into 
belonging which I did not pick up on; particularly its strategy of non-violent disobedience, 
and the ways in which arrests and authorities are approached in XR, which have been the 
subject of elaborate critiques. Instead, I decided to emphasise aspects of XR that receive 
relatively little attention: its regenerative culture and its discursive interventions. In the Neth-
erlands, we are living in the “belly of the beast” of capitalism, colonialism and ecological 
destruction: discursive interventions into dominant narratives of ecological modernisation 
and (white) innocence and the creation of different subjectivities and ways of relating are 
incredibly important avenues of change which are under-recognised both outside XR and 
within. We do not need to be millions: we have started the change by simply being, belonging, 
becoming together.  

I thus aim to resist homogeneous readings of XR that understand the movement as 
having a singular strategy, a singular politics, and a singular identity. Throughout this Re-
search Paper, I hope to have shown that XR is first and foremost a meshwork (Escobar 
2008: 272), full of tensions and dissonance. As Chandra Mohanty writes, belonging to some-
where does not mean that it is a comfortable and familiar space, but:  

“an imaginative, politically charged space in which the familiarity and sense of affection and 
commitment lay in shared collective analysis of social injustice, as well as a vision of radical 
transformation. Political solidarity and a sense of family could be melded together imagina-
tively to create a strategic space I could call home” (2003: 128). 

Our ability to “stay with the trouble” (Haraway 2013) even when at “home”, is what creates 
the possibilities for transformative belonging, without aspiring to replace one totalising pro-
ject for another. 

It is true that XR was founded and is “moved” – rather than led – by many white, 
middle-class, highly-educated people, not so different from the norm which has structured 
Dutch and European environmentalism for decades. In fact, I posit that the core ideas and 
narratives of XR are geared towards making the climate and ecological crisis politically and 
personally relevant to relatively privileged people – those who have had little reason to fear 
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climate change and have thus far mostly benefited from the capitalist colonial system. This 
affects the possibilities for belonging to and with the movement – but it does not etch them 
into stone. I consciously build on a “politics of relation” as opposed to a “politics of location” 
throughout this research, to recognise that it is not who we are, but rather who we relate to, 
whose lives matter to us, and who we enter into coalition with as constitutive of our subjec-
tivities and key sites of reworking power relations (Carrillo Rowe 2005: 23). If we resist the 
hegemonic hailings of power and embrace transformative belonging as integral to social and 
ecological justice, as one movement out of many we might just be able to forge the coalitions 
based on affinity and political kinship that we will desperately need as we aspire to the pos-
sibility of “another world”.  

I have found that we in XRNL at times find it difficult to imagine these connections. 
As we struggle to operate in a country where we perceive people as generally difficult to 
mobilise, we do not always see possibilities for coalitions. We are not sure how to reach 
across multifarious differences while being honest about the ways in which difference has 
formed the basis for violence, exploitation and erasure. There is something fundamentally 
wrong however about the idea that people at the receiving end of some form of oppression 
would be too busy with their own struggles; if we cannot make our struggle their struggle, 
we need to seriously question where we are headed. The political articulation of these con-
nections is important – and I already see it happening – but neither should we underestimate 
the importance of embodied, affective ties, for instance when on the streets people of all 
walks of life stop and enter into conversation with us. I think that it is in our ability to be 
reflexive, our openness to change, our vulnerability that we are strongest: it is our responsi-
bility to reflect on the ways in which we structure belonging that is not inclusive, and to open 
ourselves up towards uncertain, risky attachments.  

While writing this Research Paper, I have at times struggled between the disparity I feel 
between the academic reality of writing, the reality of political struggle in XR, and the reality 
“out there” beyond the movement. There are severe limits and I think also dangers in the 
slow, static, snapshot nature of academic research trying to capture the fast-paced dynamics 
of social movements. XR today is not the same as XR in April, and it is not going to be the 
same as XR next year; the same counts for me as activist-researcher. At times, I feel myself 
getting lost in abstractions and theoretical concepts, in imagining what could be, losing sight 
of the nitty-gritty reality on the ground, with its limited energy, limited resources, real-life 
problems. After all, what and who do we do research for if there is little space for co-pro-
ducing knowledge towards transformative social change? How do I justify the endless hours 
behind a computer screen while my friends were planning actions, making connections, get-
ting arrested? I am eager to return to the other side of scholar-activism, and to translate what 
I have learned into practices to prefigure a new world in becoming.  

There are other limits that I ran into while doing this research. I question whether situ-
ating XRNL in the socio-ecological histories of the Netherlands is appropriate, given the way 
in which the movement transcends place in many ways. Although I retain that it has practical, 
political and theoretical value given XR’s own bias towards nationhood, it is also necessarily 
a limited and partial perspective. Belonging has many dimensions; providing a better under-
standing of the ways in which belonging at different scales interacts with and perhaps defies 
national borders remains something to be explored. Besides, writing in the Dutch context 
while having to rely on primarily US and Latin American-based scholarship further compli-
cates matters. There is an elaborate literature on climate and environmental justice, colonial-
ity and social movements in these places, but these are severely lacking in the European, let 
alone the Dutch context. I also find responsible translations of these literatures into our own 
context to be wanting in activist spaces, and I believe that this provides an important point 
where academia could be supporting activist knowledges.  
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To end this paper, I would like to return to an acknowledgement of the people, the 
movement, and the struggle for social, ecological and climate justice, that made this paper 
what it is; and with a commitment to keep going; to incline towards one another; to listen 
and to remain humble; to stand in solidarity; to be reflexive; to be vulnerable and responsive; 
to rebel for life.  
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Appendix A: About Extinction Rebellion 

Where did XR come from?  

Extinction Rebellion (XR) was founded by 16 people in the United Kingdom who were 
involved in the network “Rising Up!”, founded in 2016 (Zadig 2019). The campaign officially 
kicked off on the 31st of October 2018, with the Declaration of Rebellion. Prior to this, its 
members had been touring the UK to give presentations and recruit people into the move-
ment. During its first mass civil disobedience action XR mobilised around 5,000-6,000 peo-
ple to shut down five London bridges. In April, the movement held several sites in London 
for 11 days, severely disrupting traffic and with 1,130 people getting arrested (Wills and To-
bin 2019). Extinction Rebellion Netherlands started in December 2018, and organised two 
weeks of actions in April simultaneous with the London uprising. In October, a second in-
ternational uprising took place, “Rebel Without Borders”, with countries all over the globe 
participating. In the Netherlands, over 1,000 people participated in a daylong blockade at the 
intersection in front of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, followed by a week of actions and 
activities.  

XRNL’s aims and demands 

The main aim of XR is to mobilise people to participate in mass non-violent civil diso-
bedience to pressure governments to take action to address the climate and ecological crisis. 
According to the XRUK website, “Extinction Rebellion is an international movement that 
uses non-violent civil disobedience in an attempt to halt mass extinction and minimise the 
risk of social collapse” (Extinction Rebellion UK 2019b). XRNL has three demands to the 
Dutch government:47 

1. TELL THE TRUTH about the climate and ecological crisis that threatens our ex-
istence and communicate the urgency for change. 

2. ACT NOW to halt biodiversity loss and reduce greenhouse gas emissions to net 
zero by 2025 in a just and fair manner. 

3. LET CITIZENS DECIDE by establishing a Citizen’s Assembly which takes the 
lead on climate and ecological justice.  

These demands were formulated during the demands review process in July and August 
2019. During two meetings with an intermediary feedback process, the previously formulated 
demands were shortened and clarified to make them easier to remember and communicate. 

XR Principles & Values 

XR is a decentralised and autonomous movement, which means that anyone can take action 
in the name of Extinction Rebellion as long as they follow its principles and values:48 

1. We have a shared vision of change.  
Creating a world that is fit for generations to come.  

2. We set our mission on what is necessary. 
Mobilising 3.5% of the population to achieve system change – using ideas such as 
“Momentum-driven organising” to achieve this. 

3. We need a regenerative culture. 
Creating a culture which is healthy, resilient and adaptable. 

 
47 For the Dutch version of the demands see: https://extinctionrebellion.nl/wie-wij-zijn/ 
48 These are the short versions of the demands. For the full version, see: https://rebellion.earth/the-
truth/about-us/ 

https://extinctionrebellion.nl/wie-wij-zijn/
https://rebellion.earth/the-truth/about-us/
https://rebellion.earth/the-truth/about-us/
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4. We openly challenge ourselves and this toxic system. 
Leaving our comfort zones to take action for change. 

5. We value reflecting and learning 
Following a cycle of action, reflection, learning and planning for more action. Learn-
ing from other movements and contexts as well as our own experiences. 

6. We welcome everyone and every part of everyone.  
Working actively to create safer and more accessible spaces. 

7. We actively mitigate for power. 
Breaking down hierarchies of power for more equitable participation. 

8. We avoid blaming and shaming. 
We live in a toxic system, but no one individual is to blame.  

9. We are a non-violent network. 
Using non-violent strategy and tactics as the most effective way to bring about 
change. 

10. We are based on autonomy and decentralisation.  
We collectively create the structures we need to challenge power. Anyone who fol-
lows these core principles and values can take action in the name of Extinction Re-
bellion.  

XRNL Organisational Structure 

XRNL is organised in a horizontal and decentralised way based on sociocracy. There are 
working “circles” at national and local level with mandates on specific topics, such as Out-
reach and Training, Media and Messaging, Arts, and Regenerative Culture. Each circle has a 
facilitator, who facilitates and plans the meetings, and a representative who represents the 
circle in the Coordination Circle – the coordinating body of the movement. Ideally, individ-
uals are sociocratically nominated for these roles which they hold for 2-3 months.  
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Appendix B: Becoming a rebel for life 

The first time I stepped into an Extinction Rebellion meeting was in February 2019, having 
been drawn by a Facebook event for a Regenerative Culture meeting taking place in The 
Hague. After hearing about Extinction Rebellion in November, and seeing the advertisement 
for the first XRNL meeting in December but having to miss it, I was interested in finding an 
opportunity to join the movement in the Netherlands. The current structures that are now 
in place (sort of) for new rebels to join the movement – like special integrator roles and a 
pathway starting with the Heading for Extinction talk and culminating into integration in a 
working circle – did not exist yet. The Regenerative Culture circle attracted me, because its 
emphasis on care, mitigating for power and interacting with each other differently coincided 
with what I was learning at ISS about being “otherwise” in relation to others. 

Although the atmosphere was welcoming, after this meeting I was unsure how I felt 
about XR. The movement was only in its beginning stages, everything still had to be figured 
out, and I think I was not very patient or appreciative of that. The next meeting I went to 
was about a week later, this time at the Den Haag campus of Leiden University, for the first 
meeting for the Leiden University student group. This meeting was completely different; a 
group of young people who were trying to figure out how they could start up XR in the 
university, get more students involved and how to best influence the staff and management. 
However, not being part of Leiden University meant that I again did not really feel that I 
belonged in this space.  

After this difficult start I turned my back on XR for a while. Other things were keeping 
me busy and I felt that the movement was too chaotic, too difficult to join. However, when 
actions were announced for the Rebellion Week in April, I decided to look into how I could 
get involved. I attended a non-violent direct action (NVDA) training in Utrecht with a friend. 
During the April Rebellion, I attended several actions, and inspired, helped organise a die-in 
at ISS. After the Rebellion Week, it was time for XR to start setting up local groups, and a 
few weeks later I was at the official kick-off of XR Den Haag. Once again, I joined the 
Regenerative Culture circle, volunteered to be its representative, and this time, it stuck. I 
attended the circle meetings, I started to meet more people, I felt like I could contribute 
something and in the Coordination Circle I was able to get an overview of the entire local 
group. It was also around this time that I decided to focus on Extinction Rebellion for this 
Research Paper. In June, I was nominated local facilitator of The Hague; with the end of the 
academic semester approaching and time for the research paper expanding, my involvement 
deepened. I had gotten the feel of the organisation, I had met almost everyone who was 
organising at the national level; I felt a rebel.  

Besides being involved in the local The Hague group, I have participated intermittently 
at the national level in the Regenerative Culture circle, was briefly involved in doing back-
ground research for the Political Strategy and Change circle and the demands review process, 
helped to prepare the programme for Rebel Without Borders, unsuccessfully tried to keep a 
sub-circle on radical inclusivity going (which has since resurfaced) and was involved in end-
less other little tasks, including welcoming and training new rebels, making flags and banners 
and doing outreach to organisations and venues.  

 

 

 

 


