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Abstract. We introduce the term “relational activism” to call attention to the way 
that relationship-building work contributes to conventional activism and con-
stitutes activism in and of itself. In so doing, we revisit Mohai’s paradox — a 
long-standing “ironic contrast” that notes that women’s environmental concern 
is not reflected in greater contributions to activism than men’s. We position re-
lational activism as comprising an overlooked and underrecognized dimension 
of traditionally defined “activism” and highlight its role in bridging the private 
and public spheres. Relational activism differs from conventional activism in its 
location, recognition, and temporal scale. To support these claims, we draw upon 
26 ethnographic interviews conducted with families who strive to reduce their 
environmental impact.
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Résumé : Nous présentons le terme « activisme relationnel » pour attirer l’atten-
tion sur la façon dont le travail d’établissement de relations contribue à l’acti-
visme conventionnel et constitue de l’activisme en soi. Ce faisant, nous réexa-
minons le paradoxe de Mohai, un « contraste ironique » déjà ancien qui souligne 
que la préoccupation des femmes sur l’environnement ne se traduit pas par des 
contributions à l’activisme plus importantes que celles des hommes. Nous si-
tuons l’activisme relationnel comme comportant une dimension négligée et peu 
reconnue de l’« activisme » tel qu’il est traditionnellement défini et soulignons 
son rôle de pont entre les sphères privée et publique. L’activisme relationnel 
diffère de l’activisme conventionnel pour ce qui est de l’emplacement, de la re-
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connaissance qu’on lui accorde et de son échelle temporelle. Pour justifier cela, 
nous nous servons de 26 entrevues ethnographiques menées auprès de familles 
qui s’efforcent de réduire leur impact environnemental.
Mots clés: genre; activisme; environnement; politique maternelle

Introduction 

From “hysterical housewives” labels (Seager 1996) to “Love Your 
Mother” bumper stickers (Roach 1991), gender is inescapable in the 
discussion of environmental activism in the Western world. Rachel Car-
son’s Silent Spring and images of “housewife activists” like Lois Gibbs 
(Bantjes and Trussler 1999:180) were emblems of environmentalism 
from the 1960s through to the 1980s. Today, former US Vice President 
Al Gore and Canadian biologist David Suzuki are among the figure-
heads of the environmental movement. Indeed, the effect of gender on 
environmental attitudes and behaviours is a major area of investigation 
for environmental sociologists, and has resulted in rather contradictory 
empirical findings: although women are more likely to demonstrate high-
er concern for environmental issues, they are less likely to engage in 
environmental activism (e.g., Mohai 1992; Tindall et al. 2003). To make 
sense of this apparent contradiction, numerous strategies have been 
undertaken, including analytically separating proenvironmental activ-
ism from proenvironmental behaviours that are incorporated into daily 
routines. Activism, within this body of literature, is presented as a public 
sphere activity — a realm traditionally dominated by men.   

The conceptualization of environmental activism as a public sphere 
activity undertaken by ecologically minded individuals, however, does 
not explain women’s lower rates of activism.3 Moreover, it obfuscates 
much of the behind-the-scenes, private sphere, and community-building 
work performed primarily by women that makes environmental activ-
ism possible. In this article, we revisit the way in which environmental 
activism is typically measured, and introduce the concept of “relational 
activism” to better capture women’s experiences with environmental 
activism. This term draws attention to the importance of community, 
networks, and communication in contributing to long-term change. Re-
lational activism is a form of activism precisely because of the intention-
ality of such behaviours: these are (often) private-sphere actions under-
taken with the intent of demonstrating, encouraging, or communicating 

3.	 We use Tindall et al.’s (2003) definition of activism here: specific movement support-
ing activities acknowledged to be important by environmental organizations. Tradi-
tionally this includes behaviours such as attending protests, signing petitions, taking 
membership in an environmental group, among others.
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to others the tractability and importance of a behavioural commitment to 
the environment.

We argue that the traditional view of activism as a set of public-
sphere activities is incomplete: there are myriad efforts behind the scenes 
that also constitute environmental activism. In contrast with traditional 
public-sphere activism, as measured in most environmental sociologic-
al work (e.g., attending protests, writing to politicians or newspapers, 
donating money for environmental causes, see Barkan 2004; Séguin et 
al. 1998; Tindall et al. 2003), relational activism is a long-term form of 
activism that utilizes relationships among networks of like-minded indi-
viduals, and blurs the distinction between public and private-spheres by 
using daily behaviours as the locus for social and environmental change. 
However, relational activism is not antithetical to conventional activ-
ism in its predominant conceptualization. We argue that relational activ-
ism provides important social and community support that facilitates the 
types of public-sphere environmental actions typically measured, while 
also contributing to long-term cultural change. In this way, relational 
activism provides important insight into the contradictory findings of 
environmentally conscious women’s participation in environmental ac-
tivism.

Rethinking Activism

Extant literature on gender differences in environmental activism and 
behaviours rarely provides explicit definitions of environmental activ-
ism. Most definitions have coalesced around distinctions between en-
vironmental activism and proenvironmental behaviours. For instance, 
Tindall et al. (2003:910) define activism as “specific movement-sup-
porting activities that are promoted by environmental organizations” and 
environmentally friendly behaviour as “everyday behavior that aims to 
conserve the environment in various ways.” Séguin et al. (1998:631) 
add a dimension of hierarchy to their differentiation of activism from 
behaviours, stating, 

[e]nvironmental activists are people who intentionally engage in the most 
difficult ecological behaviors. They are usually members of environment-
al groups, are involved in fund raising campaigns or the signing of peti-
tions, write letters to government and to policy makers, and also try to 
influence people’s attitudes and behaviours toward the environment. 

Séguin et al. further suggest that activists are distinct from nonactiv-
ists because of their commitment, hard work, autonomy, and “percep-
tion of the importance of possible problems in their local environment” 



554  © Canadian Journal of Sociology/Cahiers canadiens de sociologie 35(4) 2010

(1998:646). Hunter et al. (2004) use environmental group membership, 
signing petitions, and participation in protests and/or demonstrations as 
examples of “activist” behaviour. Many of these activities represent an 
urgent and short-term reaction to environmental crises that threaten the 
status quo. We refer to this as “conventional activism” throughout this 
text.

The notion of environmental activism as an individual endeavour is 
troublesome from a feminist standpoint. Nearly all studies of gender dif-
ferences in environmental activism and behaviours measure individual 
actions, although many of these actions may be taken up as a household 
or community decision, which may alter how people perceive their par-
ticipation. For instance, a Canadian study found that nearly one-quarter 
of respondents identified lack of support from household members as 
an important constraint on their environmental behaviour (Kennedy et 
al. 2009). As the authors state, “In some cases the majority or the more 
powerful member of the household may assert his or her position in such 
a way that others feel they have no choice but to subvert their own prior-
ities for the environment” (2009:154).

The most significant limitation in current conceptualizations of en-
vironmental activism and behaviour, however, is the explicit delinea-
tion of these activities along a public sphere/private sphere division. 
The notion that public sphere activities are more likely to be influential, 
difficult, and effective undergirds a tacit ranking of activism above pro-
environmental behaviours (e.g., Séguin et al. 1998). Similarly, there is a 
perception that environmentally friendly behaviours are more easily in-
corporated into regular routines and therefore are “easier” to undertake, 
but ultimately less influential.  

Recently, evidence has emerged to challenge Séguin et al.’s (1998) 
assertions. Little et al. (2009) demonstrated that activities such as con-
suming local organic food substantially increase time and energy spent 
on domestic tasks. A recent study by Judkins and Presser (2008) found 
that in middle-class, heterosexual, North American families, adopting 
eco-friendly household behaviours increased gendered inequalities in 
the division of labour, as women in their study were significantly more 
likely to take on the additional responsibilities entailed by a sustainable 
lifestyle. Dietz et al. (2009a) found that near-term household behaviours 
can result in reductions in household greenhouse gas emissions of 20% 
and reductions of 7.4% for US national emissions. Other feminist schol-
ars have noted that private, domestic spaces like kitchens, schools, and 
churches are important sites of information sharing and social mobiliza-
tion for women, and can be highly influential (Murphy 1995; Reed 2000; 
2003; Ruddick 1990). The work of building relationships, performed 
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primarily (though not exclusively) by women, is often undertaken in 
the private sphere, yet may be fundamental to enabling themselves and 
others to participate in the public sphere. When women do enter into 
more traditionally “public” arenas for activist purposes, it frequently in-
volves the transference of skills and relationships developed in the pri-
vate sphere, which Ruddick refers to as “maternal politics” (1990). This 
relationship-building work is often overlooked in accounts of gender dif-
ferences in environmental activism.  

As defined by the Merriam Webster online dictionary, activism is “a 
doctrine or practice that emphasizes direct vigorous action especially in 
support of or opposition to one side of a controversial issue.” There are 
two features of this definition we wish to amplify: that activism necessar-
ily involves “direct vigorous action” and that activism is controversial. 
First, the subset of activities commonly identified as “activism” (i.e., 
attending protests, public action campaigns) relies on an overlooked and 
underrecognized set of activist behaviours that are not “direct action”;   
we call these relational activism. In this sense, relational activism com-
prises “the acts behind activism.” Second, there is an implicit character-
ization of activism as existing in the public sphere, rather than the private 
sphere (Lubell 2002). We argue that relational activism intentionally 
uses the private sphere in a public way, contributing to mid- and long-
term change. In addition to these points of clarification, we compare 
conventional activism and relational activism according to ontological 
views of the individual as an active agent and the relationship between 
activism and daily practices. We chose the term “relational” to describe 
these activist activities because of the way the actors explicitly reject the 
notion of an autonomous individual in relation to environmental change, 
and instead locate their sense of agency in their ability to engage with 
others to create new understandings of their proenvironmental behaviour 
as activism. 

The idea that relationships have greater agency than individual actors 
also finds resonance in existing work on transformative politics, trans-
formative activism, and social movement scholarship. Authors in these 
fields point to the importance of common values among individuals, and 
of the value of negotiation and compromise among networks, as a key 
part of a social movement (Diani 1992; 2000; Kriesberg 1992; McAdam 
and Paulsen 1993; Mische 2003; Passy 2003; Scott 2001). Diani, for 
instance, describes the social movement dynamic as a 

process whereby several different actors, be they individuals, informal 
groups and/or organisations, come to elaborate, through either joint action 
and/or communication, a shared definition of themselves as being on the 
same side in a social conflict. By doing so, they provide meaning to other-
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wise unconnected protest events or symbolic antagonistic practices, and 
make explicit the emergence of specific conflicts and issues. (1992:2–3) 

Echoing Diani, Rootes (1999:2) places networks at the centre of his def-
inition of environmental movements, though de-emphasizing the cen-
trality of conflict: “environmental movements are conceived as broad 
networks of people and organisations engaged in collective action in the 
pursuit of environmental benefits.”

Bourdieu’s (1976) work on the habitus, as well as Haluza-DeLay 
(2008) and others’ (Smith 2003) commentaries on ecological habitus, 
contribute to our understanding of how daily practices, lifestyle, and re-
lationship building can contribute to cultural change towards sustain-
ability. It is precisely because the women interviewed acknowledged 
this potential that we believe relational activism should be recognized as 
a necessary component of activism. Rather than identify their sense of 
agency in their identity as individuals, the informants stressed that their 
actions were dependent upon — and made more effective through — a 
network of like-minded individuals in their community. It is the relations 
that result in change, rather than the actions of any one individual. This 
idea has been alluded to elsewhere, notably in literature on collective ac-
tion, transformative politics, and social movements. While the role of re-
lationships is central to the study and practice of collective action, Lubell 
(2002:432) adds, “Although political economists have long recognized 
the public good nature of environmental activism, models of individual 
behavior developed in environmental studies rarely address the logic of 
collective action.” Indeed, many findings on activism rely on survey data 
that measure individual activist efforts (e.g., Barkan 2004; Séguin et al. 
1998; Tindall et al. 2003). 

In contrast with conventional activism, which typically encompasses 
activities outside the daily routine, relational activism is rooted in, and 
sees the potential for, social change in daily practices. For Bourdieu, 
daily practices are produced by the habitus. More explicitly, habitus is 
“the product of history, produces individual and collective practices” 
(Bourdieu 1976:82). Haluza-DeLay (2008) and others (Smith 2003) 
have commented on the potential for environmental social movement 
organizations to serve as a social space that influences the habitus in 
order to extend the adoption of environmentally supportive behaviours. 
As Haluza-DeLay (2008:205) writes, 

In a Bourdieusian approach, environmental social movement organizations 
become the social space in which a logic of practice consistent with move-
ment goals can be ‘caught’ through the informal or incidental learning that 
occurs as a result of participation with social movement organizations.
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The success or failure of such organizations to influence individual prac-
tices is dependent upon the ecological habitus: “an orientation which 
privileges ecological considerations” (Haluza-DeLay 2008:206). Rela-
tional activists implicitly acknowledge the existence of the ecological 
habitus, the environmental significance of daily practices, and con-
sequently use this as the foundation for their activist activities, focused 
largely on creating relationships and networks to shift cultural norms 
towards sustainability.

Passy (2003) asserts that there is still a need for understanding the 
broad array of functions social networks play within social movements, 
how these functions are differentiated across individuals within these 
movements, and the varied meaning they hold for participants. Indeed, 
along with race and ethnicity (see Polletta 2005), gender is widely ac-
knowledged as an underrepresented axis of analysis within social move-
ments literature (McAdam 1992; Robnett 1997; Taylor 1999). Robnett’s 
(1997) work on women’s participation within the civil rights movement 
in the US revealed that many of the women who were excluded from for-
mal leadership positions acted as informal “bridge leaders,” building the 
important emotional ties that helped the wider community to be active in 
the movement. However, the materiality of the daily practices that build 
and sustain relationships and networks have not been widely emphasized 
within either environmental sociology or social movement literatures. 
Mary Mellor (2009) and numerous other feminists have insisted that 
scholars recognize the social reproductive labour within the household 
— feeding, cleaning, carework — that physically enables what is con-
sidered “productive” labour. In a parallel fashion, the material dimension 
of social networks and relationships that enables other members of their 
households and communities to take part in the more visible, public-
sphere activism needs to be recognized to better understand gendered 
experiences of social movements.

Gender Differences in Environmental Activism

In addition to income levels (Duroy 2008; Jones and Dunlap 1992), age 
(Buttel 1979; Mohai and Twight 1987), and education level (e.g., Kalof 
et al. 1999; Jones and Dunlap 1992; Rokicka 2002; Zelezny et al. 2000), 
gender is one of the sociodemographic characteristics most often exam-
ined to explain differences with respect to environmental beliefs, values, 
attitudes, and behaviours. Zelezny et al. (2000) noted that between 1988 
and 1998, over 32 articles had been published looking at gender differ-
ences in environmentalism. Yet, studies on the effects of gender continue 
to elude a cohesive explanation, and more often than not, result in para-
doxical findings.



558  © Canadian Journal of Sociology/Cahiers canadiens de sociologie 35(4) 2010

Though inconsistent, empirical evidence supports the assertion that 
women — particularly mothers — are more likely to display values 
and concern for the environment (Blocker and Eckberg 1997; Stern and 
Dietz 1994; Zelzeny et al. 2000). However, this greater concern has not 
always translated into more quantifiable environmental action; a number 
of studies show that men are more likely to engage in environmental 
behaviours than women, despite demonstrating fewer environmental 
values and concerns (McStay and Dunlap 1983; Mitchell 1979; Mo-
hai 1992; Tindall et al. 2003). Mohai refers to this curious finding that 
continues to befuddle environmental sociologists as “an ironic contrast” 
(1992:1), which poses a major gap in environmental scholarship. Mo-
hai’s study shows that socialization theories and structural barriers to 
political participation in general do not account for the discrepancies in 
women’s environmental beliefs and actions. 

Mohai’s work parallels findings within wider social movement 
scholarship of women’s comparable smaller rates of movement partici-
pation, such as McAdam’s (1992) finding that women who were sympa-
thetic to the Freedom Summer campaign (a massive voter registration 
campaign, which was part of the civil rights movement) in the United 
States were ultimately more likely than men to refrain from or quit their 
activist participation. While McAdam’s study suggests that widespread 
sexual discrimination and harassment explain this discrepancy, there is 
little empirical evidence suggesting that these are factors in current day, 
North American, environmental activism. An important insight from 
McAdam is the observation that gender-based discrimination resulted in 
the reproduction of traditional gender roles within the movement along 
a public sphere/private sphere divide (e.g., women were often relegated 
to cooking for the male “activists” who participated in the voter registra-
tion campaign).  

Multiple studies revisiting what has become known as “Mohai’s 
paradox” have tried to shed light on this gendered discrepancy between 
the rates of activism of environmentally conscious women and men. 
These include a study of attitudes toward forest certification programs 
(Ozanne et al. 1999), a comparison of male and female members of en-
vironmental organizations (Tindall et al. 2003), and a national survey 
of public and private environmental behaviours (Hunter et al. 2004). 
Ozanne et al. (1999) conclude that had Mohai “used another criterion for 
proenvironmental behavior, such as personal action in the market place, 
rather than environmental organization membership, the paradox would 
have been resolved” (1999:620). Tindall et al. (2003) clarify the findings 
by Ozanne et al. (1999) by distinguishing between “activism” and “en-
vironmentally friendly behaviour.” They compare consistent participa-
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tion in behaviours that are easily incorporated into daily routines, such 
as “taking public transit, recycling, or using a reusable mug” (2003:913). 
Like Mohai (1992), Tindall et al.’s (2003) study concludes that women 
do have greater concern for the environment which manifests in daily 
environmentally friendly behaviours, rather than formal activism. Final-
ly, Hunter et al. (2004) argue that a distinction between “public” (e.g., 
volunteering with an environmental organization) and “private” (e.g., 
recycling) proenvironment behaviours can provide much needed insight 
into Mohai’s paradox. The authors find no statistically significant differ-
ences in public behaviour between men and women, and find that men 
are more likely to engage in private behaviours than public ones, and at 
a lesser rate than women (Hunter et al. 2004). 

However, caring for or about the environment is not simply a per-
sonal moral disposition. As Macgregor asserts, caring as a disposition 
should be conceptually distinguished from “caring as a set of material 
practices (i.e., to take care of something or someone as a form of labor)” 
(2004:58). The assumption that both forms of care are inherently con-
nected informed much early ecofeminist scholarship, which led to claims 
that women are intrinsically closer to nature and likely to care about en-
vironmental issues. Yet, as Macgregor (2004) and others have argued, 
women’s participation in environmental activism is a highly variegated 
phenomenon, with many women taking part in highly politicized activ-
ities within environmental social movements (e.g., Sandilands 1999), 
and other women actively protesting in opposition to environment activ-
ists (e.g., Reed 2000).

While previous studies, whether by environmental sociologists or 
ecofeminists, have generally suggested that women are more environ-
mentally concerned and likelier to adopt environmentally friendly behav-
iours than men, the key issue within Mohai’s paradox — that women who 
display environmentally conscious attitudes are less likely to participate 
in environmental organizations and activism — has not, in fact, been 
resolved. By reconsidering and refining our existing notions of activism, 
as well as the (false) dichotomy between public and private sphere, we 
acknowledge the myriad ways in which women themselves understand 
and identify with environmental activism. To do so we build on extant 
literature to construct the concept of relational activism, using excerpts 
from interviews conducted between June 2009 and November 2009.

Methods

The data for this paper are drawn from the qualitative portion of a mixed-
method research project undertaken, by one of the authors, as part of a 
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doctoral thesis. The broader research project involves exploratory inter-
views with 13 families who are actively trying to reduce their material 
consumption. The thrust of the interviews was to identify the practices 
involved in reducing consumption, the barriers to and supports for such 
sustainable behaviours, and the ways reducing consumption can enhance 
quality of life. As qualitative research, the sample is purposively and 
theoretically driven. The seed sample included three families, known to 
the research team through acquaintances, and identified as living low-
impact lifestyles. Subsequent sampling followed the snowball method 
and was theoretically driven. For example, research questions relating to 
the importance of context led the researcher to locate informant families 
in both suburban and urban neighbourhoods. Each of the 13 families 
was interviewed twice; interviews were conducted with three couples, 
two fathers, and eight mothers. Informants have between two and five 
children living at home.

Although not strictly ethnographic (as the study did not involve par-
ticipant observation), the interviews conducted followed ethnographic 
principles. By this we mean that interviews were semistructured and un-
structured (semistructured for the first, unstructured for the follow-up), 
the interview guides were designed to elicit information about subcul-
tures of individuals who consciously strive to reduce their consumption, 
the information obtained from respondents was often material (i.e., re-
garding daily practices, networks of support), and during data analysis, 
there was a conscious effort to identify motivating values. The inter-
views lasted between 45–90 minutes and were conducted between June 
2009 and November 2009. Analysis was conducted using NVivo 8, a 
qualitative data organization software and followed ethnographic data 
analysis procedures, as described by Spradley (1979). The overall pur-
pose of the analysis was to identify and describe the unique features of 
the identified subculture (those who voluntarily and significantly reduce 
consumption), locate the relationships among these unique features, and 
note how those relationships contribute to the configuration of the sub-
culture as a whole. Each interview was transcribed verbatim, then read 
and coded by the primary researcher. After all interviews were coded 
once, the primary researcher organized the resulting themes and coded 
the 26 interviews a second time.

Results

We use excerpts from the interviews to describe relational activism and 
compare it to conventional activism. The results are split into the follow-
ing subsections: relational activism, relational activism for household 
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sustainability, and the relational activism behind conventional activism. 
Many of these themes are overlapping, however, and the results should 
be read in their entirety rather than as distinct sections. 

Relational Activism
Relational activism is behind-the-scenes work. Women practicing rela-
tional activism rarely make the headlines yet their work creates social 
change and they are, for the most part, aware of this. By living lives that 
are distinct from the mainstream, they stand out in their neighbourhoods 
— again, this is a conscious choice. They use the relationships they have 
formed in their communities as catalysts for environmental change. By 
choosing to be conspicuously different from what social norms would 
dictate, these families are quietly leading a vanguard of cultural change 
towards sustainability. 

The first excerpt from Jamie,4 a mother of two, alludes to relational 
activism as a broad-based form of change that involves commitment to 
changing one’s lifestyle and the belief that this is an important part of 
a general shift towards sustainability. Here Jamie is responding to the 
question of whether individual environmental action is sufficient to ad-
dress environmental problems. 

I am under no illusion that my individual actions will stop global warm-
ing, but I think the opinion that individual actions are insignificant is kind 
of a male perspective, that everything is sort of separate. What our family 
is doing is demonstrating a lifestyle that is more consistent with how 
people should live.

Jamie is tacitly reacting to the assumption that public and private 
spheres are separate and that we can create no change through personal 
actions. Jamie has always chosen to demonstrate her commitment in 
this way while other informants recounted a shift towards this relational 
work, consciously distinguishing between activism and relational activ-
ism. It is not only that relational activism builds on relationships, but that 
the pressure point for change is often in the emphasis on building diverse 
networks of support for environmental behaviour. A good example of 
this is Leslie, a mother of two, who tells how she demonstrates her com-
mitment to the environment. Leslie and her family do not own a car, 
deliberately choose to live in a small home, and frequently volunteer at 
the farmers’ market and other environmentally focused events. She says,

I went through a long phase of calling myself an environmental activist, 
and I recently moved back from doing that sort of work. I guess I found 

4.	 Pseudonyms are used to protect the identities of informants and individuals mentioned 
by informants.
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it more valuable, instead of being with people who already agreed with 
me about what the problems were, to stay in my diverse community and 
live the best way that I could. If you are living well and are relatively 
happy and healthy, people will wonder why you are that way and might 
be inspired by that.  

Leslie is deliberately placing private-sphere activities in the pub-
lic sphere, for purposes of social change. Relational, like conventional 
activism, seeks to effect change in the face of specific environmental 
issues. Uniquely, relational activism has a specific and local audience. As 
Leslie stressed, her audience is diverse, they live in her neighbourhood, 
and they do not necessarily have the same principles or behaviours as 
Leslie and her family. Relational activists know their audience: by virtue 
of the fact that such relationships exist, private sphere behaviours can 
come to the public sphere and influence others to, in turn, change their 
own private actions. 

Relational activism fits within a neighbourhood context. Rather than 
conventional activism, which is often out of sync with daily schedules 
and demands, relational activism requires a longer term investment of 
time, but can be incorporated into daily practices. Here, an informant 
describes how her family contributes to sustainability in an unconven-
tional way.

It turns out that our family can give a lot here and we get a lot back, just by 
doing what brings us joy. My husband loves bicycles and he can be …on 
the front porch and the neighbors come by and say, ‘Oh can you help me 
with this?’ And we also do free bike repairs once a year. In this way we … 
get more people to ride. If we help them fix their bicycles they’ll ride more.  

Relational activists strive to form relationships in their communities 
with the goal of reducing barriers to sustainable behaviour. In particu-
lar, there is an emphasis on quotidian behaviours (relating back to the 
ecological habitus). Repairing bikes is not conventional activism but as 
intentional behaviour used to get more people out of their cars and on 
their bikes, and to build relationships in one’s local community, this form 
of relational activism can have environmentally and socially significant 
consequences. 

Relational Activism for Household Sustainability
The household is considered to be part of the private sphere, suggesting 
that there is little opportunity for effecting change in the polis. Yet, just 
as television advertisements and telecommuting are allowing the public 
sphere to infiltrate private households, many relational activists are re-
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fashioning the boundaries of these spheres to make households a space 
for information sharing and social change. In other words, relational ac-
tivists can use lifestyles as a part of their activism. For example, below, 
Jane, mother of two, describes a canning workshop she hosted in her 
home:

I was the canning expert amongst the others. It started when [a group of 
women in the neighbourhood] started talking about how many tomatoes 
were ripening … we ended up having dinner together afterwards and it 
was really fun.  

This seemingly simple example would not typically be considered 
“activism.” However, Jane had a deliberate goal of making it easier for 
others to lessen the environmental impact of daily practices (eating) and 
used her home as the platform for this action. 

Relational activism often uses the home as a “show-home of sus-
tainability.” These families are helping to shift norms away from heav-
ily consumptive patterns of living by showing how low-consumptive 
choices can be attractive and pleasurable. The home is used as a site 
to lead by example — a key component of relational activism. Import-
antly, there is recognition that people pay attention to how others’ homes 
are furnished and that there lies an opportunity for change in this social 
truth. Below, Karen, a mother of five, describes explicitly the opportun-
ity for change inherent in visibly demonstrating — rather than advocat-
ing — one’s daily practices, and practicing what one preaches. 

I realized you can have all the opinions in the world you want but it’s not 
going to change anyone else’s mind. You have to lead by example. That’s 
really influential in terms of the way I do things. I am conscious of the fact 
that I am modeling for others.  

Karen is aware that she has the ability to change others’ daily prac-
tices through visibly modeling her own. She later said that after becom-
ing more political in her involvement with local foods, she is now recog-
nized by people she does not know. She stresses that for her this means 
she has an even greater capacity to affect change. 

The Relational Activism behind Conventional Activism
Central to the definition of relational activism is that this is behind-the-
scenes work that is nearly always called upon in conventional activism 
involving more than one person (e.g., a protest rather than writing to a 
newspaper). More explicitly, we argue that when women form networks 
of individuals who can be called upon to engage in conventional activ-
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ism, the very act of forming and maintaining a network constitutes rela-
tional activism. Below we use interview excerpts to describe the import-
ance of “the acts behind activism.”

We asked Karen — who is active in community organizing — what 
she considered an effective way to encourage individuals to adopt envi-
ronmental practices into their daily lives. She emphasized the need for a 
relational approach, clearly stating her opinion that this is a more effec-
tive — and less common — way to promote change. 

I think first of all, [change] needs to be relational. So rather than writing to 
your MP, going to your MP’s office will make a much more significant im-
pact.… The relational model starts with sitting down and talking to people 
about what their hopes are, what their pressures are and gradually you can 
sort of tease out common stories and then it’s about telling our stories. So 
then you can begin to build community, which is a rare thing these days, 
we have lots of institutions but we don’t have a lot of community. 

Later, Karen expands on this, highlighting the relationships between 
relational activism and conventional activism (in this case, protesting 
City Council’s proposed legislature on development):

If you’re going to make change on the grand scale, I do think you have to 
eventually get to a point of actually working with other people because I 
mean, one person is one person.… And it really is true that it doesn’t take 
a lot of people if the relationships and the passion are strong and they’re 
committed. But they do have to be connected and they do have to have a 
common vision.… And once someone is able to sit down with a group of 
other people and discover that they share similar pressures and they share 
similar hopes, they then begin to see themselves as change makers and 
they’ll go and meet with their councilors and they’ll call up their friends 
and say, ‘Come out to City Council.’ And that’s how you get five hundred 
people in council chambers — by actually building those relationships.

As demonstrated in the above quotation, participation in conven-
tional activism was not absent from the households of the women inter-
viewed. In many cases, women’s relationship-building skills and will-
ingness to take on high levels of community responsibilities facilitated 
the participation of other members of their households and communities 
to take part in conventional activism. 

We use the quotations below to posit “maternal politics” as a form 
of relational activism. Maternal politics makes use of women’s roles as 
caretakers and transfers this role to the political sphere (Murphy 1995; 
Ruddick 1990). We argue that maternal politics is a form of relational 
activism. Through their relationships, women can lobby for and help 
to create the change they want to see for their children’s (and others’) 
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future. Below, Jane describes how she seeks to make political change 
through her friendship with a local politician. These excerpts call atten-
tion to one of the myriad ways in which women use intimate relation-
ships not only to communicate ideas and encourage proenvironmental 
behaviours, but also to enact change at a political level.

I told Eva to talk to the preeminent solar guy in Edmonton who’s got all 
kinds of ideas about what needs to be done. She set up a meeting with him 
and now she’s an expert on all of those things. Just little things like that 
have made a difference. So I’ve been telling her lately, ‘You know local 
food is a really important issue. I hear them talking about it in the city but 
you’re never talking about it in the province so whenever you get a chance 
you should be talking about local food.’

Not all contributions to a political campaign are quantifiable, visible, 
or acknowledged. Below, we provide another example of one mother 
babysitting the children of a successful campaigner for political office. 
This act of relational activism is actually nested amongst the effects of 
previous acts of relational activism. Mothers wanting to create a social, 
public space for their children to play volunteered to form a playgroup. 
Building on these relationships, this woman explains how her connec-
tions to the political campaign grew out of her involvement with the 
playgroup.

[After the successful campaign] there was a big victory party, and we were 
home with [the politician’s] kids.… Actually, there are a lot of people that 
we met through that very first baby group who also were involved in [the 
campaign]. So you would go into the volunteer office [for the campaign] 
and there would be five or six people that you knew anyway and so that’s 
kind of cool. 

We have used the interviews to more explicitly define the concept of 
relational activism, showing how this unique form of activism is related 
to environmental sustainability and how it supports conventional activ-
ism. We argue that conventional activism is only one part of activism, and 
that the overlooked component could be described as relational activism. 
For example, we show how conventional activism relies heavily on daily 
practices structured around the household in order to be successful, even 
when these practices are not themselves typically considered “activist” 
behaviours. We also show that in bringing the private sphere to the pub-
lic, these daily, materialist practices can come to comprise an ecological 
habitus. Finally, we show that conventional activism also relies on the 
intentional relationship-building work designed to create networks of 
support for conventional environmental activism.
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Discussion

We advance the concept of relational activism as a form of activism that 
is overlooked and underrecognized. In contrast with conventional ac-
tivism, we suggest relational activism as a long-term form of activism. 
However, relational activism is not antithetical to conventional activism 
in its predominant conceptualization. Rather, relational activism provides 
important social and community support that facilitates public-sphere 
environmental actions and contributes to long-term cultural change. Re-
lational activism provides important insight into the contradictory find-
ings of women’s participation in environmental activism. As our results 
demonstrate, using women’s experiences and perspectives to widen the 
scope of what is considered environmental activism helps to shed light 
on Mohai’s paradox. Eco-conscious women in our study are not, by their 
own accounts, less likely to take active steps to protect the environment 
and influence the behaviours and beliefs of others. Rather, they are act-
ively and consciously choosing the form of activism — in this case rela-
tional activism — that aligns most closely to their environmental values 
and allows them to maximize their impacts. In summary, there are three 
key distinctions between conventional activism and relational activism: 
relational activism conceives of the individual as a member of a com-
munity; relational activism uses daily practices to change norms of high 
consumption; and third, relational activism uses the private sphere for 
public purposes. 

Relational activism locates agency in the collective, and uses rela-
tionships as the locus for change. Describing maternal politics, Abrahams 
(1996:791) explains, “women’s community participation, not necessar-
ily tied to social movements, constitutes an often overlooked location 
where collective identities emerge.” Most importantly, relational activ-
ism is not individuals acting atomistically to save the environment: they 
see themselves as acting as a collective, and are therefore potentially 
more accountable to, and have more influence upon, each other. There is 
some doubt as to the efficacy of households in constructing a sustainable 
society (Monbiot 2007). Indeed, individuals acting alone will likely have 
little impact if they are not affecting and affected by others. This is where 
relational activism becomes extremely relevant: the mothers interviewed 
here are demonstrating ways that sustainable living can be tractable, 
pleasurable, and meaningful — both socially and environmentally. They 
are shifting cultural norms away from high-consumptive lives and to-
wards “rich lives, instead of lives of riches” (Leiserowitz and Fernandez 
2008:78). The household is the site of many of our daily activities. When 
outsiders enter and leave our homes, informants argued, there is the po-
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tential for these guests to be made aware of practices of which they were 
previously unaware. They may act as “pollinators,” shifting norms slow-
ly so that practices like using a rain barrel, canning food, and living with-
out a car can come to be considered as commonplace as recycling and 
using cloth bags. Social norms strongly shape household daily practices 
(Poortinga et al. 2004), thus demonstrating ways that low-impact living 
can fit within a household’s existing practices with no adverse effects 
on well-being, which represents a potentially powerful force of change 
(Dietz et al. 2009b). Recycling and using cloth bags are now fairly wide-
spread. For illustrative purposes, we speculate that perhaps homes that 
were early adopters of recycling and using cloth bags, and intentionally 
made these choices public by using their networks of family, friends, and 
acquaintances, played a role in bringing such practices into the sphere of 
normality. We would describe such individuals as “relational activists.”  

Haluza-DeLay (2008:213) argues that, 

[a]n alternative logic of practice — that of ecologically sound lives — will 
need to be creative and explicit, since it appears illogical to the dominant 
social field’s existing logics. In their efforts to rename the social reality, 
insurgent social movements must develop this reflexive analysis.

To do so, he argues, the environmental movement needs to communicate 
specific information on environmentally sustainable living, critique the 
social structures that inhibit such lifestyles, and finally, demonstrate how 
the social field resists “the codes and internalization of an environmental 
praxis” (2008:214). The informants in this study provide examples of 
environmentally sustainable lifestyles through their show-homes of sus-
tainability, and make this display more than identity formation (Douglas 
and Isherwood 1979; McCracken 1986) and status depiction (de Botton 
2004; Veblen 1994 [1899]). They do so by locating their sense of agency 
as part of a group, rather than as autonomous agents. We see conven-
tional activism as an effective means by which to accomplish Haluza-
DeLay’s second point: critiquing inhibitive social structures.

Our study challenges the ranking of environmental conventional ac-
tivism over environmental behaviours posited by Séguin et al. (1998), 
who suggested conventional activism requires more commitment and is 
ultimately more effective. The informants in our study articulate their 
transition to relational activism as a conscious choice to become more 
committed and involved with environmental change. In fact, a number of 
informants cited disenchantment with the results of conventional activ-
ism, such as letter writing and partaking in protests. We should note that 
there are some limitations with the data presented here. Given the small 
number of people interviewed, we do not seek to generalize our find-
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ings to the population level. Rather, it is our hope that this exploratory 
research will, to a certain extent, reorient environmental sociologists in 
particular to consider the more feminine work of relationship building. 
When relationships are forged and maintained as part of one’s commit-
ment to facilitate a shift to sustainability, we argue, this relational work 
should be considered to constitute activism.

We do not discuss power and politics in this paper. This is not to say 
that these are not relevant to the topic, in fact both likely play a large role 
in determining the success or failure of relational activism. Conducting 
interviews in urban and suburban areas brought to the foreground the 
effect that structure has on daily practices. In the central area, where 
there was a critical mass of like-minded individuals, a supportive Mem-
ber of Parliament and Member of the Legislative Assembly, informants 
felt empowered to influence others in their neighbourhood. By contrast, 
residents of the suburban area felt overwhelmed by the influx of big-box 
retail and culture of consumption. One participant even moved over the 
course of this project, because she had concerns about raising her school-
age children in a culture of excess. In brief, relational activism draws 
on the potential for greater agency among networks of individuals with 
common values (as opposed to individuals acting alone). However, there 
are still structural barriers that limit the extent to which such networks 
can form and influence households, policy, and neighbourhood structure.

Conclusion

We argue that there is a feature of activism that is missing from current 
accounts of activism — and that this is a gendered feature. Relating to 
the concept of ecological habitus and the construction of meaning within 
social relationships, we use the term relational activism to describe a set 
of activities that we believe are of primary importance to the environ-
mental movement (and other social movements not discussed here). The 
relational work that takes place largely unseen and unrecognized plays 
a role in mitigating environmental crises and bettering our ability to re-
spond. As climate change exacerbates existing environmental challenges 
such as drought, flooding, fire, and loss of biodiversity, societies need 
strong communities that can react effectively. We believe that relational 
activism is needed to ensure resilient and sustainable communities exist 
— as well as to sustain conventional activism. Specifically, we point 
to the “acts behind conventional activism,” showing how some women 
who are strongly concerned with the environment express this concern 
by using their household as a “show-home for sustainability,” by sup-
porting others’ endeavours in conventional activism, and by fostering a 
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long-term cultural shift towards low-impact living. While relational ac-
tivism is not limited to women, this study speaks to the methodological 
importance of starting from different standpoints to enrich our under-
standings of environmental activism. 
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