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Quiet Activism

“Alongside the depressing reports of climate breakdown, Quiet Activism is a book

you must read. It is an essential reminder that we need to approach each other with

compassion, use local knowledge and build an ethics of care if we are to build
meaningful and transformative climate action in these troubling times”.

—7Paul Chatterton, Professor of Urban Futures, School of Geography,

Unaversity of Leeds, UK

“At last, a book that carefully explores everyday practices and the local as spaces of

transformative potential in climate activism. The focus on quiet forms of change,

creative disruption, generative acts, small scale collectivity and attention to care is

inspiring and yet also pragmatic. This book is full of hopeful possibilities and
examples of people responding to the climate emergency”.

—Jenny Pickerill, Professor of Environmental Geography, Department

of Geography, University of Sheffield, UK

“This is an important book with a vital and persuasive argument. It makes the case
for the power of collective local action, providing compelling examples of a climate
activism that is modest, caring and socially innovative, building enduring
commitments and pathways for transformation that transcend the individual.
Quiet activism is not enough on its own, but this book makes absolutely clear why
it should not be dismissed or undervalued”.

—Gordon Walker, Lancaster University, Lancaster, UK

“The authors do a great job of highlighting the critical need for Quiet Activism: the
intimate, embodied acts of collective disruption, subversion, creativity and care
that individuals and groups are practicing at the local scale. In doing so, they
convincingly foreground the transformative power of socially innovative activities
and initiatives in response to the brutal realities of our climate crisis.”

—Professor Julian Agyeman, Tufts University, Medford, Massachusetts, USA
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To all those working in their communities at the local scale
to involve, engage and inspire people to act “now” to address
the climate emergency
—you are not alone.
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CHAPTER 1

Addressing the Climate Emergency
at the Local Scale

Abstract This chapter introduces “quiet activism” and its relationship to
social innovation, adaptation and other forms of activism with an embod-
ied ethic of care. This includes an emphasis on the importance of the local
scale in addressing the climate emergency and other crisis; cases of socially
innovative practices and partnerships from Australia alongside interna-
tional examples; and critical engagement with the role of quiet activism as
a transformative conceptual frame and contemporary practice in climate
change. We are interested in the diverse ways this transformative potential
of quiet activism can create more equitable and sustainable futures.

Keywords Quiet activism ® Social innovation ® Climate emergency ®
Sustainability  Local

WhyY QUIET?

As I write humanity stands at a fork in the road. Unless we act decisively to
phase out the use of fossil fuels, global temperatures will exceed a 2 degree
rise above the pre-industrial levels in a few decades, and we will risk commit-
ting every human to climatic shocks and catastrophes that will destroy our
civilization and precipitate mass extinctions.!

This book focuses on the potential and possibilities of socially innova-
tive community responses to the climate emergency at the local scale. We

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 1
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are particularly interested in co-produced forms of local climate action
which we describe as “quiet activism”. The creative and collaborative ways
local-scale climate action reflects the ‘extra-ordinary measures taken by
ordinary people’.? Climate change has intensified the need for communi-
ties to find meaningful and transformative ways to better address the sus-
tainability of their environments. This includes critical engagement with
how and in what ways novel social practices and partnerships emerge
between people, organisations, institutions, governance arrangements and
ecosystems. The aim of this book is twofold: to highlight the transforma-
tive power of socially innovative activities and initiatives in response to the
climate crisis; and to critically explore how different individuals and groups
undertake climate action as quiet activism—the intimate and embodied
acts of collective disruption, subversion, creativity and care at the local scale.

There has been a longstanding feminist critique of normative visions of
activist behaviour as vocal and antagonistic forms of protest versus more
modest, embodied acts of care, connection and creativity as part of every-
day life, places and spaces. A range of literature in a range of contexts
(although typically feminist) has sought to draw attention to the power of
small, purposeful everyday practices of resistance and rebellion, the poli-
tics of making and doing, and the ways in which this produces both the
means and conditions through which alternative values can be explored
and shared.? Much of the focus in this diverse body of work is on the local,
informal, socially engaged nature and deployment of subversive strategies
and tactics: for example women’s work at home, and work in the acad-
emy to support and advocate for women’s rights and reconfigure the
nature of “work”;* or creative activity and engagement with local place-
making, equity and sustainability issues through guerrilla gardening, yarn
bombing, counterfeit crochet, punk DIY, pop-up initiatives and tactical
urbanism.®

From a very different perspective comes Deborah Bird Rose’s (2004)
powerful description of decolonisation in Reports from a Wild Country set
within the settler-colonial history (and present) of Australia. She describes
the need for practical, localised engagement with the “here and now” as
an ethical encounter and politics of entanglement with past, present and
future. Rose highlights the description of the invader Captain Cook by
Hobbles Danayarri, a now deceased Yarralin lawman and community
leader. ‘As Hobbles liked to say, Captain Cook was the real wild one. He
failed to recognize the Law, destroyed people and country, lived by dam-
age, and promoted cruelty’. Rose offers up a situated understanding
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based on her discussion with Indigenous elders. ‘Quiet country stands in
contrast to the wild: man-made and cattle-made’.”

Climate change as a pathway towards reconciliation and regeneration
also invites us to bear witness “here and now” to the unsustainable nature
of current development trajectories and the on-going legacies that co-
constitute modernity’s “developmentalities”.® This depends on moving
beyond the illusions of a comfortable life to being present (a witness) to
the moral claims being offered without retreating to a position in which
the ‘current contradictions and suffering will all be left behind justified by
references to the future’.” A future orientation, Rose argues within the
context of settler-colonialism and climate change, ‘has been a major tool
deflecting us from moral responsibility’.!® An alternative approach is a
regenerative politics that seeks to re-shape the nature of relationships
between people, place and environments from the ground up. The empha-
sis is focused instead on the localised knowledge and capabilities that lead
to transformative change, without defaulting to a distant future imaginary,
or an escape from everyday accountabilities and responsibilities.

This book offers conceptual and practical insights into the challenges
and opportunities of quiet activism as a local-scale response to the climate
emergency. In particular we critically address the tendency to frame
“quiet” as being at best a precursor to political action, and at worst disem-
powering or conservative—reinforcing a neoliberal agenda of individual-
ised action and responsibility. Our focus is on the transformative potential
of local, socially engaged, subversive strategies and tactics, and the ways in
which these can help to create new social relations and different urban
imaginaries. The intention is not to privilege or polarise quiet activism
above or against other forms of social movement, political protest or cli-
mate activism. Instead, our aim is to highlight the need for, and impor-
tance of, a diversity of climate activism/s, and reinforce the vital role of
“quiet activism” within this: the co-produced nature of small-scale disrup-
tion, ingenuity, creativity and political craft-building already underway at
the local scale to address the climate emergency.

Wny Locar?

In the trifold crisis of climate change, Coronavirus and the Black Lives
Matter (BLM) movement the need for transformative societal change has
refocused attention on the importance of the local scale. This is where
many people see and feel (i.e. “live”) the multiple effects of climate change
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and crisis. These everyday experiences and encounters unfold in local
places that are important sites for thinking about how the bigger stories of
change and disruption are experienced, lived, negotiated and responded
to. The innovativeness and local appropriateness of local scale approaches
to action on climate change tend to be undervalued or discounted.!!
Given we now live in a climate emergency, surprisingly little is known
about why this occurs and what alternatives exist.

The task of addressing climate change is most acutely felt at the local
scale to reduce vulnerability and build social innovation and community
capacity in response. This is where international, national and state policies
are translated into on-the-ground practices that help people and places
better prepare for, adapt to and mitigate against the impacts of climate
change (e.g. sea level rise, flooding, heatwaves, higher intensity storms,
etc.). Government authorities, tasked with leading local adaptation, are
often caught in an implementation trap. Responsible for issues of land use
and environmental management, local governments can face daunting
investor/constituent pressure and potential litigation over decisions asso-
ciated with land zoning and development. Governments can become
caught in an impasse where they are simultaneously both taking action on
climate change and being risk-averse, seeking to avoid decisions and
actions that may heighten their exposure to future liability.

Effective action on climate change is challenging governments where
formal responses to climate change are dominated by technical risk man-
agement approaches.!> There are many examples of local governments
declaring “climate emergencies” and doing lots of diverse work at a very
local level, not just technically but involving communities in gardens, solar
power schemes and so on. These approaches can have great merit but
adopting generic risk-assessment tools can lead to the development of
plans that fall short of meeting local concerns and fail to effectively incor-
porate local knowledge and skills.!* For example, risk-based plans are
resource intensive and fixed in technical analysis. Such plans can be expen-
sive to implement and require specialist expertise making them difficult to
apply to changing circumstances, especially if municipal budgets are
strained.’ Whilst many local governments have undertaken risk assess-
ments and know the challenges they face, they are often unable and/or
unwilling to take the action needed to reduce carbon emissions quickly
and implement climate mitigation and adaptation initiatives that are inno-
vative and equitable.!®
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In this book we focus on local-scale stories that demonstrate how bar-
riers to action on climate change have been broken down, and where new
opportunities for collective action have been identified and developed.
Effective responses to climate change involve local practices in gover-
nance, civics and science-community-industry collaborations that work to
challenge the current post-political environment and highlight the differ-
ent pathways and portals needed to address the climate emergency. We
seek to draw critical attention to both the localised responses to the cli-
mate change emergency that seek to support and promote environmental
sustainability, and the ways in which we can learn from different modes of
community action and resistance to create new knowledge that supports
and sustains social innovation and capacity building at the local scale.

Local practices are situated in particular contexts and circumstances,
and grounded in particular places and spaces through emerging partner-
ships, initiatives and actions. They do not adhere to any one model or
outcome. In this regard, these diverse and creative local climate actions,
initiatives and experiments are contingent and open to continual, collab-
orative work. A common thread in this book is a focus on what people care
about, and how “care-full” community practices are located within every-
day practices of connected reciprocity and responsibility to address climate
change. The diverse ways of interweaving climate action at the local scale
raise questions such as what it means to be an activist, or “do activism”;
and the implications for building greater capacity for sustainable living are
foregrounded. This contrasts with other types of action on climate change
such as the Extinction Rebellion, which seeks to deploy a very different
kind of activism as part of a mass global movement.

THE ROLE OF SOCIAL INNOVATION

Given the limitations of existing technology and institutions to respond
adequately to climate change (and other grand challenges of the twenty-
first century), “innovation” has become a key buzzword in policy and
academic circles.'® Contradictory pressures can lead to inertia and create
gaps in meeting human needs; however, these gaps—while often exclu-
sionary—can also constitute spaces in which innovation can thrive;!” “lines
of flight”, in Deleuzian terms,'® for emergent transformational potential.
More specifically, since the early 2000s we have observed a rapidly increas-
ing interest in social innovation.'” While we recognise that this is a con-
tested concept,?® we use it here to acknowledge that ‘innovation in social
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relations’ is just as important—if not more important to confronting the
threat of climate change,—as technologies and new investment
opportunitics.?!

Social innovation is an alternative approach to the constraints that risk
management appears to place on the scope for adaptation responses and
their implementation. This type of innovative practice typically entails the
creation of new organisational structures, service delivery modes, prod-
ucts and activities that efficiently and effectively meet social needs or pro-
vide social benefits by grounding them in the relations and experiences of
excluded groups.?? In our research we see the potential of social innova-
tion as a form of empowerment that fosters and enables new forms of
cooperation to provide for previously unmet needs. The practices associ-
ated with social innovation are not only “innovative” in creating solutions
to otherwise intractable problems, but also more inclusive and empower-
ing than traditional approaches, enabling new actors to contribute to
solutions.

However, the role of socially innovative practices—particularly within
the context of action on climate change at the local scale—is poorly under-
stood. Social innovation in practice does not separate institutional means
from material ends. Rather, it responds to needs (whether material, cul-
tural, ecological, etc.) unmet by state and market through the adoption of
new/experimental social practices and institutional forms that provide for
democratic and solidarity-based processes.?® Socially innovative strategies
thus can lead to collective action; and can create the conditions for broader
and/or deeper social change.?*

In our research on climate action at the local scale within the Australian
context, the participants all recognised the centrality of social relations to
a liveable future in a changed climate. They are aware of the importance of
inter-scalar dynamics between the local, where those relations are shaped
by proximity, and the effects of crisis are most clearly manifest; and the
state and the global, where the political-economic causes of the crisis
reside. Their initiatives attempt to navigate these dynamics in socially
innovative ways in the face of tensions and contradictions which, though
quite specific to each place and organisation, have striking thematic reso-
nances with what we describe in this book as “quiet activism”—the every-
day practices undertaken by ordinary people to address the climate
emergency. Our research focus was the suburban heartlands of Australia’s
major cities.



