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I did my undergraduate degree in environmental 
studies at the University of Toronto.  I distinctly 
remember one class, where we began to debate 
about whether it was more effective to work 

within the system, or outside of the system.  I remember 
leaving thinking that there was something missing, 
that it doesn’t have to be an either/or situation.  Later 
I remember a debate with my friend about whether 
the environmental movement was dead or not.   

Debates like this occur often among activists.  How 
do social movements work?  What makes people care 
about an issue?  How do people actually come together 
to act?  Finally, what makes them effective?  One day 
I was introduced to a book that helped me better 
understand social movements and activism. It is called 
Doing Democracy and it’s by Bill Moyer.    Moyer has 
created a model for social movements that he refers to 
as the Movement Action Plan (MAP) which breaks a 
movement down into eight stages.   

I will briefly summarize the eight stages (paraphrased 
from George Lakey), and relate them to the 
environmental movement, and specifically to the sit-ins 
in MP’s offices we saw leading up to Copenhagen.

I’m going to use Moyer’s definition of social movement: 
“A collective action in which the populace is altered, 
educated, and mobilized over years and decades to 
challenge the power holders and the whole society 
to redress social problems and restore critical social 
values.”   

The first order thing is to outline the Movement 
Action Plan (MAP) model of social movement that 
Moyer created. 

Stage 1: Business as Usual

Only a small number of people are involved, and their 
activities mostly consist of awareness-raising and often 
their viewpoints are considered radical.   

Stage 2: Failure of Established Channels

During this stage the small group we saw in stage one 
challenge the belief that established systems will take 
care of the problem once they learn about it. They 
show through research, testimonials, and personal 
narrative that governments are not doing everything 
in their power to deal with the problem, and in most 
cases are at the root of the problem.   

Typically activists lose during this stage.  However, it 
is still an important part of the process as it proves 
to the public that the established institutions are not 
doing their job, which can generate more support.   

Stage 3: Ripening Conditions/Education
and Organizing

Citizens, who were not paying attention before, are 
now facing the reality that their government and 
systems they cherish are not what they appear to be.  

The main focus of groups in this stage is education.  
Specifically countering the rhetoric of the people in 
power.   

Moyer states that “people are most likely driven to 
action by the unveiling of hypocrisy than by prevailing 
conditions.”  One example of this is during the civil 
rights movement where the government was advocating 
freedom abroad, and oppression at home.   

Stage 4: Takeoff

Stage four often begins with 
what is called a “trigger event”, 
which is an incident that brings 
public spotlight on the problem, 
and drawing more concern from 
the public.  This can be created 
by the movement, or by external 
events.  An example of the movement creating the 
trigger event was a direct action campaign headed up 
by the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, 
which covered the news with images of police attack 
dogs, and fire hoses attacking peaceful black protestors.  
It sent a clear image around the world about who was 
in the right.   
 
Sometimes the trigger event just happens, like the near 
meltdown at the Three Mile Island (TMI) nuclear 
reactor in 1979. Three Mile Island (TMI) precipitated 

massive nonviolent protest and propelled many new 
people into activity, whereas earlier attempts to do so 
had failed. 

As a comparison the Fermi nuclear plant in Detroit 
almost melted down in 1966. It was on the same 
scale as TMI, however it did not trigger the same 
public reaction.  This is because the movement had 
not previously “challenged the normal channels” and 
there had been no education or organizing around the 
issue.   

A trigger event brings lots of attention, and public 
support.  Often activists feel that victory is just around 
the corner, and are disappointed when it is not.   

Because of the high media profile in this stage, many 
people associate social change with stage four. Often one 
or more large coalitions form at this time. Celebrities 
may join the movement, the power holders are shocked 
by the new opposition and publicity and try to discredit 
the movement.  Public opinion polls can show support 
for change among forty to sixty percent of the public. 

The objectives of stage four are to build and coordinate 
a new grassroots movement and to win over public 
opinion. Part of winning the public over is connecting 
the demands of the movement with widely held values 
(like freedom, fairness, or democracy). 

Without Struggle:
Stages in the Environmental Movement

“If there is no struggle, there is no progress. Those who profess to favour freedom and yet deprecate 
agitation, are men who want crops without ploughing up the ground, they want rain without thunder 
and lightning. They want the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters. This struggle may be a 
moral one, or it may be a physical one, and it may be both moral and physical, but it must be a struggle. 
Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.”

    Frederick Douglass
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Stage 5: Perception of Failure 

Because people were so excited, and felt the end was 
near in stage four, they feel as though the movement 
has failed when the changes they fought for are not 
enacted immediately.  The feeling is perpetuated by the 
fact that there are less people at demonstrations, less 
media coverage, and the power holders are officially 
saying the movement has failed.    

It is interesting to note that there is an actual stage of 
every movement where we feel as though we’ve failed. 
To have that normalized was helpful for me. 

Stage 6: Winning Over the Majority

In this stage we begin to see the issue has won over 
the majority of the public.  It shows up in electoral 
campaigns, larger coalitions are able to exist, and 
official institutions take the issue on as well.  An 
example of this took place during the Vietnam War 
where, during stage four, universities introduced peace 
studies programs, and in stage 6 these programs and 
professors started advocating for alternatives to being 
in the Vietnam War.   

Up until this stage the movement spent most of its 
time opposing something, as opposed to talking about 

alternatives.  Despite public opposition the power 
holders do not bow out.  They stand by their claims 
that there is no alternative, or promote “alternatives” 
that will be ineffective.   

Stage 7: Achieving Alternatives

Moyer explains that stages seven and eight could be 
called “managing success”.  However, it is not as easy 
as it sounds.  George Lakey explains that “the goal 
of this stage is to recognize the movement’s success, 
empower activists and their organizations to act 
effectively, to achieve a major objective or demand, 
and to achieve that demand within the framework of 
a paradigm shift – a new model or way of thinking 
about the issue.”   

Stage seven is a long process, as opposed to the trigger 
events we saw in earlier stages.  This is because the 
movement is changing the culture, specifically the way 
the issue is viewed, talked about, and handled. That’s 
a big deal.  For example, it’s not as straightforward as 
simply hiring more gays and lesbians, but dealing with 
the policies that oppress them. 

An issue in this stage is that the movement will often 
have internal differences about which alternative is 
best.  As well, we sometimes see retrigger events in 

this stage, which gives the activists and allies a much 
needed energy boost, and public support.    

Stage seven also shows why it is important to have 
a clear definable goal to acheive, so you know what 
it looks like when you’ve won, and can tell everyone 
about it.   

Stage 8: Consolidation and Moving On

The leaders of the movement need to ensure that they 
protect what they’ve won and continue to fight based 
on what they’ve won.   

“The long-term focus of stage eight is to achieve a 
paradigm shift, to change the cultural framework.”  
Let’s look at the civil rights movement for a second.  
The shift it created in our thinking is still alive today, 
which is that diversity is a good thing.  In the 50’s 
diversity was wrong, and conformity was the order of 
the day.  That is not to say that diversity won the day 
and we have no issues of acceptance, we know that’s 
not true, but the civil rights movement changed the 
mind frame on that with expressions like “black is 
beautiful” as opposed to what blacks were often told, 
which was to “act white”.   

An issue for activists in this stage, as always, is the 
power holders.  It is crucial that activists sustain the 
pressure on power holders to follow through.   

Believe it or not that was the short version of the eight 
stages of a social movement.   

It is also important to point out that movements do 
not follow this pattern exactly.  They can often move 
backwards in the model, or repeat the same stages 
over and over.  As Bill Lee, a retired professor of social 
work at McMaster explains “Social Movements are 
like all of life, messy and fluid. Keep in mind the stages 
are a model - a way of developing an understanding 
of how things work in general - life/action is not so 
cut and dry”.  

Mike Balkwill, a community organizer, goes on to 
explain that “Not all movements are successful. Many 
times the power holders win or are successful in 
suppressing or pushing back the movement. Moyer 

says there are sub-issues in a movement. In the 
environmental movement there is climate change, 
pesticides, species loss etc – and each issue may be at 
a different stage. In a perfect world one can do an 
assessment of each issue and then have an overall 
statement for the ‘movement’”.   

How does all of this relate to Copenhagen?

Leading up to Copenhagen there were eight peaceful 
sit-ins to raise awareness and apply pressure to the 
Federal government.  

The demonstrators are partly acting on the failure 
of the official institutions that occurs in stage two.  
“In an attempt to protect the profits of wealthy 
oil companies our government has been blocking 
progress at international climate negotiations” said 
Sean Devlin. “Continued failure constitutes reckless 
disregard for the lives and safety of people around 
the world or “Criminal Negligence” as is defined by 
Canadian law.”  

It is also clear that other forms of activism have been 
ineffective.  Many of the citizens participating in the 
sit-in expressed similar sentiments as Janet McNeil does 
here.  “Letter writing, rallies, meetings, and phone 
calls are all important actions, but our Government’s 
inaction indicates that these tactics are not enough”.  
This is a common attitude of activists as they move 
from stage three to four, and their previous attempts 
have not worked.   

I spoke with Cameron Stiff and Alex Doukas about 
their experience in the sit-ins.  Cameron Stiff helped 
organize the sit-in in Montreal, and Alex Doukas 
participated in the sit-in in Calgary.   news.haverford.edu
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Cameron said they thought people had taken to 
peaceful civil disobedience because “...it was a natural 
escalation of tactics inspired by both Powershift 
Canada (which gave people the sense of a movement 
building in Canada) and by the action in Parliament 
on the Monday f o l l o w i n g 

Powershift (which created the idea in activists’ minds 
that escalated tactics were appropriate and just).”  

Doukas explained the actions by citing the recent poll 
that three quarters of Canadians are embarrassed by 
Canada’s lack of action around climate change.  Alex 
found the sit-ins to be inspiring because they “weren’t 
orchestrated by Greenpeace or a big organization. 
They were community-driven, which to me is the 
most inspiring aspect, organized through a broad idea 
called People for Climate Justice.  With this experience 
behind them, these communities and affi nity groups 
can continue to fi ght for climate justice and they’ve 

inspired others to join them.” 
I think we’re beginning to see a transition 

towards a more grassroots approach. 
A similar shift occurred 

during the civil rights movement.  The sit-ins of 1960 
were a youth led, direct action initiative.   

The sit-ins we saw before Copenhagen are occurring 
for similar reasons.  We see new ad hoc organizations 
formed such as a website titled “People for Climate 
Justice” which has been the hub for all information, 
resources, and support in the sit-ins leading up the 
Copenhagen.   

I write all of this to put what is happening in a larger 
frame of reference.   

I want to conclude on a story about the Vietnam war 
resistance that I’ll quote directly from George Lakey.   

“During the last four years of the Vietnam war the U.S. 
government stepped up its bombing of Vietnam, 

exceeding all the bombing of Europe in World 
War II, and publicly stated its commitment to 
continuing the war indefi nitely. This visible, 
aggressive policy depressed most antiwar activists, 
who thought that their ten years of effort had 

been wasted. 

Activists did not know that the U.S. government was 
at the same time quietly beginning to give up the war. 
The United States began peace talks in Paris with the 
North Vietnamese. It then gave in to two key movement 
demands: withdrawing U.S. troops from Vietnam 
and ending the military draft. Movement activists 
saw these moves as irrelevant plots that undercut the 
movement’s opposition. In the last years, the anti-
Vietnam War movement became totally depressed. 
Then, suddenly, the war ended. Former government 
offi cials have acknowledged that the movement was 
extremely effective in ending the war. To activists at 
the time, however, it felt just the opposite!” 

The environmental movement is fi ghting a good fi ght, 
it’s a hard fi ght, and it doesn’t always feel like we’re 
winning, because we’re not.  It feels like a hopeless 
battle, because some days it is.  I hope this model shows 
that these are ok feelings to have, and it doesn’t mean 
all is lost, and just because we got a bunch of attention 
doesn’t mean it’s all over.  It’s going to be a long hard 
fi ght with a lot of work, and that’s the only way it can 
be, the only way we’ll know that we’re doing it right.  
As Douglass said, “If there is no struggle, there is no 
progress.”  


