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Introduction

In the Shadow of the Green Giants: 
Environmentalism and Civic 
Engagement 

Jonathan Clapperton & Liza Piper

In 1970, three women living in Edmonton, with shared social and en-
vironmental concerns and alert to the belching refineries of east Edmon-
ton, established a group called STOP: Save Tomorrow, Oppose Pollution. 
STOP engaged broadly with the environmental issues of the day, from air 
and water pollution in urban areas to the implications of the Mackenzie 
Valley Pipeline Inquiry. They put on puppet theatres for children, issued 
press releases, organized letter-writing campaigns, and generally engaged 
in the diverse practices and small-scale strategies possible with limited re-
sources that characterize grassroots activism. Louise Swift, one of STOP’s 
founders and later also a Raging Granny, described their tactics to the 
magazine Alberta Views. To raise awareness of the issue of phosphates in 
household detergents, for example, a seemingly prosaic but nevertheless 
pivotal environmental issue in Canada in the 1970s, Swift described how  
members “would stuff shopping carts full of groceries at Safeway and pro-
ceed to the longest checkout line, then make a loud scene when they ‘dis-
covered’ they were buying a product with phosphates.”1 That 2004 issue 
of Alberta Views was dedicated to activism in Alberta: part celebration 
and part encouragement to Albertans to become involved in social and 
environmental issues and to “challeng[e] apathy head on.”2 The editorial 



Jonathan Clapperton & Liza Piper2

board described environmental activists, in particular, as fighting “an up-
hill battle every day”—a feeling no doubt experienced even more acutely 
three decades earlier by those of STOP in big-oil country.3

Edmonton is the capital of Alberta: current home to the oil (or “tar”) 
sands, long-standing centre of Canada’s oil industry, and widely perceived 
as barren ground for environmentalism. For our purposes, the creation of 
STOP is the exception that proves the rule: a wave of environmental con-
sciousness transformed North America and places beyond in the 1970s, 
including supposed environmentalist backwaters like Edmonton and the 
rest of Alberta. STOP was by no means the only Alberta organization agi-
tating for greater attention to environmental issues in this period. Univer-
sity of Calgary students came together in the wake of the first Earth Day 
to form the Calgary Eco-Centre Society. Funded by such diverse entities 
as the Alberta Fish and Game Association (a long-standing advocate for 
environmental protection across the province) and Dome Petroleum (a 
Calgary-based oil company), the Eco-Centre worked to disseminate eco-
logically minded educational materials among the wider public.4

The rise of environmentalist organizations in the 1970s provoked sig-
nificant backlash in Alberta, as elsewhere. Industry lobby organizations, 
such as the Coal Association of Canada, might have been expected to 
dismiss what they called “the emotional desires” of advocates for more 
ecologically minded approaches to resource development.5 But opposition 
was expressed even in seemingly more sympathetic quarters. W. H. (Wal-
ly) Hanson, the chief forester with the Eastern Rockies Forest Conserva-
tion Board (ERFCB) (a joint federal-provincial management board that 
sought to protect the ecologically sensitive Eastern Slopes of the Rocky 
Mountains), criticized the “environmentalist cult” and contrasted its 
provocations to his own and the ERFCB’s arguably more effective, and 
certainly more moderate, approach to conservation.6 Both STOP and the 
Calgary Eco-Centre Society folded in the early 1980s, in part because the 
emergent professionalism of the environmental movement of that period 
left less room, and created at least the perception that there was less need, 
for the kind of amateur, grassroots activism so prevalent across different 
locales in the 1970s. Other organizations founded in the same period nev-
ertheless endured. The Alberta Wilderness Association, founded in 1965, 
espoused a more explicitly preservationist ideology that harkened back to 
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early twentieth-century conservation efforts. It is now the oldest wilder-
ness conservation group in Alberta. The Lubicon Lake Nation initiated 
its contemporary struggle with oil and gas development on their lands 
in northern Alberta in 1976, when the Nation, along with other affect-
ed groups, formed the Alberta Isolated Communities and filed a caveat 
against the Alberta government in an effort to forestall further industrial 
development.7 It was not until October 2018, that the Lubicon Lake Band 
agreed to a final land claim settlement with the federal and provincial 
governments. 

Edmonton is where the workshop from which this book originated 
was hosted in 2014, and this snapshot of late twentieth-century environ-
mentalism in Alberta highlights some of the core elements of our volume 
and its contribution to the wider literature on the history of North Amer-
ican environmentalism.8 As the chapters here collectively argue, the ef-
florescence of small activist groups in the late 1960s, and into the 1970s, 
focused on local issues but attuned to national, continental, and global 
dynamics, served as more than just the building blocks from which larger, 
more powerful environmentalist organizations emerged. Rather, they rep-
resent a strand within the history of North American environmentalism, 
one in which workers, women, small businesspeople, Indigenous activists, 
and other often marginalized groups feature more prominently as com-
pared to their roles in the largest green organizations: Greenpeace, the 
Sierra Club, the National Audubon Society, Earth First!, and the World 
Wildlife Fund. This volume focuses on the experiences of small-scale, 
localized environmental activists, including Indigenous activists, from 
the late twentieth into the twenty-first century, to emphasize the contri-
butions and significance of these forms of small green activism within 
the larger movement as a whole. Readers will observe that the authors in 
this volume use a variety of terms to refer to Indigenous people in those 
instances where a collective noun is more appropriate than identifying the 
specific nation or group to which people belong. The different collective 
nouns (Indigenous peoples, Native peoples, American Indians) reflect the 
fact that the scholarship here is drawn from Canada, the United States, 
and elsewhere in the Americas where the normal terms are different. Al-
though it is less consistent, the editors and authors felt it important that 
each chapter use the language meaningful to its specific context.
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The first part of Environmental Activism on the Ground explores the 
processes and possibilities of small-scale and Indigenous environment-
al activism. The five chapters here consider the different ways in which 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous activists have worked from the ground 
up to achieve significant change in resisting exploitative and damaging 
resource development and in building parks, heritage sites, and protected 
areas that recognize the indivisibility of cultural and natural resources 
and work to protect both. This part also includes a methodological inves-
tigation of how historians can better probe the experiences of ordinary 
people (in contrast to scientists, politicians, and other elites) in the history 
of environmentalism. The second part of the volume then takes us more 
fully into the past and the era from the late 1960s into the 1990s, when the 
modern environmental movement flourished, to consider the character of 
small-scale environmentalism in this period. These chapters contextualize 
and deepen our understanding of some of the processes described in Part 
1, “Processes and Possibilities,” and adopted by small green and Indigen-
ous activists, and their consequences in Canadian history in particular. 

Environmental history, a discipline that informs many of the chap-
ters in this volume, is attuned to matters of scale. Typically this attention 
focuses on geographic scale, or scales of production and consumption; in 
this instance we have redirected the question of scale back on to the so-
cial movement of environmentalism itself. When it comes to evaluating 
the efficacy of environmental organizations and groups, studies of the 
environmental movement’s last six decades remain enthralled by those 
traditionally seen as prime history makers: the larger, (supposedly) more 
successful and powerful “Green Giants.” Implicit in such focus is the idea 
that the bigger the rock thrown in the pond, the greater the splash it cre-
ates. While the most renowned environmental organizations have been 
integral to the spread of the environmental movement, these organiza-
tions nevertheless represent but a fraction of the interests that shaped, and 
continue to shape, that movement and are far outnumbered by localized, 
often grassroots, environmental organizations that tend to fly below both 
academic and public radars. While small-scale and Indigenous organ-
izations and collectives do not garner as many, or as sensational, media 
headlines, boast internationally renowned celebrities, or have financial 
pockets and political connections as deep as the “Green Giants,” they do, 
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by weight of mass, form a powerful transformational force; toss enough 
small rocks into the pond, and they, too, cause a significant stir. Using 
anthropological, historical, and sociological approaches to measure the 
splash of such environmental organizations, groups, and associations is a 
central objective of this book. 

Environmentalist leaders, as part of the environmental justice move-
ment, have recognized the importance of “everyday” and “non-elite” 
peoples who are pushing forward the broader environmental movement’s 
agenda.9 Popular books intended for a lay audience also encourage indi-
viduals to become “everyday environmental activists” without necessarily 
becoming members of environmental organizations.10 Indigenous peoples 
struggling to resist enduring colonial pressures, and to protect their rights 
to cultural preservation and self-determination, have also acted as crucial 
participants in environmental struggles. In Canada and the United States, 
treaty rights have served as barriers to persistent and intense industrial 
pressures, even as other forms of legal protections for the environment 
have weakened. By bringing together research on Indigenous activism 
with insights into the role that ordinary members of society have played 
and continue to play in the environmental movement’s unfolding drama, 
this edited collection seeks to open new avenues for scholarship into 
small-scale activism and its successes.

The question of scale animates Environmental Activism on the Ground 
in two ways. First, it offers a central organizing principle, in that each 
chapter explores small green activism in a different context. From parks 
and protected areas across the Americas (Evans) to the rural landscapes of 
Nova Scotia (Leeming), each chapter offers insight into the diversity of or-
ganizations and the historical contexts in which small-scale activism ap-
peared. Each chapter also illuminates common themes that run through 
the historical experiences of such activism: the need to make and main-
tain alliances with other groups, the struggles over objectives particularly 
where environmental degradation has followed from larger imbalances of 
power, and the connections between immediate, local concerns and wider, 
even global, changes. 

Second, several of the chapters (particularly Clapperton and Zelko) 
engage with the question of whether the shift to larger environmentalist 
organizations represents a significant change over time. In this regard, 
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Environmental Activism on the Ground undermines more linear narra-
tives of the environmental movement, such as Robert Gottlieb’s Forcing 
the Spring, Adam Rome’s The Genius of Earth Day, and, especially, Kirk-
patrick Sale’s The Green Revolution, among others, which create a fairly 
standard periodization of the environmental movement’s progression 
over time.11 Rather, our volume collectively shows that the environmental 
movement’s growth was unevenly felt across time and space.

Recent scholarly works on the nineteenth- and early twentieth-cen-
tury North American environmental movement have characterized it as 
initiated as much by lower- and middle-class people as the powerful elite. 
From either side of the Canada-US border, Tina Loo and Chad Montrie 
respectively have sought to emphasize the crucial role of individuals and 
smaller organizations, such as union locals, in articulating an earlier en-
vironmentalist ethos.12 Although much scholarly attention on the later, 
better-known environmentalism of the 1960s and 1970s remains focused 
on larger organizations or on state initiatives, such as Michael Bess’s Light-
Green Society, there is a growing body of work (some of which has been 
authored by contributors to this present collection), such as the recent 
edited collection Canadian Countercultures and the Environment, that 
examines local activism and its effects.13 While every environmental cam-
paign is local in a sense, and even large environmental organizations are 
headquartered in different local contexts, these are not what is intended 
by this book. Rather, we follow in the same vein as Countercultures and 
the Environment by identifying local activism as being that which involves 
people who are local/residents to a particular space/place. While a focus 
on local activism was one variable used to delimit the study, the other was 
a focus on those organizations that were small-scale. 

Historical interpretation of twentieth-century environmentalism as 
a social movement has drawn attention to its social and cultural origins 
in suburban natures, youth activism, and late twentieth-century media 
cultures, and away from key figures who led major environmentalist or-
ganizations or state-based initiatives.14 Some attention has been focused 
on the place of relationships between historically marginalized groups, 
such as Indigenous peoples and African Americans and Canadians, and 
their involvement in environmental activism, particularly within the en-
vironmental justice literature.15 This volume pays attention to local and 
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small-scale activities, with particular attention to North American In-
digenous experiences. This is an integration that rarely makes a substan-
tial appearance in collections or histories of environmental activism. And 
it is an important aspect of how we aim to build on and further articulate 
a reappraisal of the environmental movement as a small-scale, ordinary 
activity as much as a large-scale and elite-driven one. 

What is readily apparent from the contributions to this volume, as well 
as in present-day environmental activism in North America, is the role of 
Indigenous people as activists, and of Indigenous rights in enabling great-
er environmental protection than might otherwise be possible. Similarly, 
one of the fastest-growing bodies of literature on Indigenous peoples con-
cerns their relationship to the environment; included in this is a growing 
literature on the popularized connection between Indigenous peoples and 
environmentalism, most notably epitomized, and to some extent sparked, 
by Shepard Krech’s The Ecological Indian: Myth and History.16 It should go 
without saying that Indigenous peoples are not uniform, and that while 
some individuals might also identify as environmentalists, arguably the 
majority seek to balance environmental stewardship with resource and in-
dustrial development. A case in point is the ongoing controversy in British 
Columbia and Alberta over the Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain Pipeline 
expansion. While many First Nations along the pipeline’s proposed path 
are opposed to the project, many others have signed on to benefit agree-
ments and support the project.17 

Unlike much of this discussion, however, our purpose in this vol-
ume is not to debate the extent to which Indigenous peoples are, or are 
not, conservationists or ecologists; nor, of course, is it to reduce all In-
digenous peoples to automatic environmentalists. Rather, chapters in this 
volume highlight the diverse interactions Indigenous peoples have had 
in environmental activism, relationships—both cooperative and con-
frontational—with environmentalists or initiatives labelled as such, and 
developing and maintaining local power, as well as highlighting the possi-
bilities for future activism and partnership. Chapters in this collection 
contribute to work done by E. Richard Atleo (Umeek), Raymond Pierotti, 
Daniel Wildcat, and others in showing the intertwined cultural and en-
vironmental heritage of Indigenous peoples, and the history of Indigenous 
rights in enabling and ensuring heritage and environmental protection of 
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valued places.18 They also contribute to the ongoing conversation around 
Indigenous worldviews and how they affect Indigenous lifeway struggles, 
especially as they relate to Indigenous activism. Vine Deloria Jr.’s ground-
ing book The Metaphysics of Modern Existence describes the changes in 
how people thought about the environment as cultures moved from small, 
localized tribal groups to globalized, western European political forms.19 
Likewise, Emma S. Norman’s article on Indigenous-led activism to pro-
tect water rights connects to Indigenous thought and leadership, and calls 
for reform in colonial governance mechanisms and structures.20 Timothy 
Leduc’s exploration of Inuit views on climate change shows that climate 
change (and environmental change more broadly) is inextricably linked 
to cultural change as well.21 In this fashion, attention to environmental 
activism and understandings of environmental change that is taking place 
outside the Western mainstream likewise draws attention to themes that 
fall outside the mainstream of the historiography.

This volume is interdisciplinary, as it presents different kinds of schol-
arship—from history, public history, anthropology, geography, and soci-
ology—to assess the past, present, and future. In this regard, we aim not 
only to engage with scholarly debates about the character of late twenti-
eth-century environmentalism but also to draw on a range of disciplinary 
perspectives to better understand the ongoing evolution of environmental 
activism and the role of small green organizations in how this takes shape. 
The chapters present analyses of late twentieth- and early twenty-first 
century environmentalism from Canada and the United States (and, in 
Evans’ chapter, comparison with Latin America), with particular atten-
tion to the local and small-scale, with the aim of understanding historical 
interconnections between geographically diverse initiatives. While the 
environmental movement (as with the environment itself) transcends na-
tional boundaries, the overwhelming majority of studies on it persist in 
using the nation-state as the principal analytical lens through which to 
frame important events and processes. Our central methodological strat-
egy, therefore, was to approach the topic from different geographical per-
spectives. In particular, almost all of the chapters in the first part of this 
volume compare case studies across regions, from Anna Willow (British 
Columbia and Ontario, Canada) to Zoltán Grossman (the Pacific North-
west), Jessica DeWitt (Canada and the US), and Sterling Evans (the Western 
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Hemisphere). Otherwise, most chapters focus on a single province, region, 
or even environmental feature, including those by John Welch (the White 
Mountain Apache’s land in Arizona, USA), Tobasonakwut Peter Kinew 
(northern Ontario, Canada), Jonathan Clapperton (southwestern British 
Columbia, Canada), Mark Leeming (Nova Scotia, Canada) and Mark 
McLaughlin (New Brunswick, Canada). With the exception of Frank Zel-
ko’s chapter, which starts local but moves internationally, following on 
the growth of Greenpeace as an organization, the place-based approach 
shared by the chapters in this volume serves to highlight both the import-
ance of the local to small-scale organizations, and the important compari-
sons that can nevertheless be drawn between—at times—geographically 
very distant places.

Most of the chapters adopt a transnational analytical frame, drawing 
in similar issues and mapping the connections between environment-
alism and environmentalists from myriad places, in effect considering 
the perspectives and sensibilities of recent debates in transnational and 
global history.22 That is, each author recognizes and makes the connec-
tions between the fact that the movements of people, ideas, and non-hu-
man nature flow across multiple boundaries, and that global and local are 
always intimately entwined. However, our book also collectively weighs 
the degree to which globalizing processes do not necessarily erase the lo-
cal but rather local efforts resound on varying geographical scales. There 
are themes common to historical experiences in Canada and the United 
States especially, but the Americas more broadly (and with which Evans, 
in particular, engages), that emerge clearly in this collection. Put another 
way: this book seeks to emphasize local diversity and uniqueness without 
forgoing identifying general principles, common forces, and shared ex-
periences that have made environmentalism appealing around the world 
to peoples separated by radically different backgrounds. The real strength 
of the environmental movement, as noted elsewhere, lay in its diversity.23

We sought to provide new forays into the topic of small green activ-
ism by addressing a number of critical questions, and the chapters are 
connected by providing answers to each of the following questions: How 
have the dynamics of environmental organizations changed or remained 
the same over time and space? What pressures, both internal and ex-
ternal, have shaped and directed their policies, and how did they make 
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themselves heard among the many voices claiming to speak for the en-
vironment, including the much louder national or international environ-
mental organizations, or “Green Giants”? How have these environmental 
organizations recruited and kept members and how has their support 
changed over time? Such issues are all currently underdeveloped within 
the existing literature on the environmental movement in North America 
and even more so across the rest of the globe. In addressing these ques-
tions, individual chapters also make important contributions to the more 
specific literatures within which each can be situated.

The Chapters
The chapters in “Processes and Possibilities” use, for the most part, com-
parative case studies to dissect important processes that shape small 
green activism, and to assess the possibilities for change that are thereby 
enabled. Anna Willow’s opening chapter, “Strategies for Survival: First 
Nations Encounters with Environmentalism,” helps to frame some of the 
key dynamics that animate other chapters in the collection. Willow draws 
on her own, long-term experience of working with Indigenous commun-
ities, in this case with the Grassy Narrows First Nation, Ontario, and 
West Moberly First Nation, British Columbia. She focuses on partnerships 
between First Nations residents of Canada’s boreal forest and environ-
mentally concerned non-Indigenous peoples—a thread also picked up 
by Grossman, Welch, and Evans—in highlighting the relationship of In-
digenous environmental activism to broader efforts at social and political 
change. Much of Willow’s contribution appraises the important lessons 
that both First Nations and environmentalists have learned in collabor-
ating with one another, and she concludes with insights into what those 
of us who study environmentalists and environmentalism can take from 
them. Grossman similarly examines alliances of Indigenous peoples with 
a diverse mix of environmental and climate activists, farmers, and even 
ranchers (“cowboys”) in their opposition to the extraction and movement 
of fossil fuels in North America. He contends that these interconnected 
and numerous Indigenous/non-Indigenous alliances function as a “thin 
green line” between North American fossil fuel basins—the Alberta Tar 
Sands, the Powder River Coal Basin, and the Bakken Oil Shale Basin—and 
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Asian markets. Grossman’s discussion has important similarities to John 
Welch’s chapter, where he finds how tribal sovereignty can be strength-
ened by, rather than diminished through, partnerships between Indigen-
ous and non-Indigenous activists. 

The next three chapters in Part 1, from John Welch, Sterling Evans, 
and Jessica DeWitt, focus on parks and heritage conservation in Canada 
and the United States, with Evans also considering Costa Rica and Bra-
zil. In particular, these chapters pay attention to the role of Indigenous 
peoples (Evans and Welch), small businesspeople (DeWitt), and tourists 
(all three authors) in shaping parks and their environmental objectives. 
By turning attention away from the best-known, iconic national parks to 
smaller, local heritage organizations and state and provincial parks, these 
chapters deepen our understanding of the enduring place of nature and 
heritage conservation and preservation within the wider environmental 
movement. Parks history, at this scale, is not just about symbolism, policy, 
and standards of management but about the negotiations that shape the 
protection of local places, and by extension the diversity—natural and cul-
tural—that they enshrine. In his chapter, “Conserving Contested Ground: 
Sovereignty-Driven Stewardship by the White Mountain Apache Tribe and 
the Fort Apache Heritage Foundation,” Welch draws on his three decades 
of experience working for, and with, the White Mountain Apache Tribe in 
Arizona. Welch reveals how the Western Apache, partnering with other 
small-scale bodies—Indigenous nations, non-profit organizations, and lo-
cal citizens—gained control of the buildings that were previously the base 
for colonizing Western Apache lands and peoples—Fort Apache and the 
Theodore Roosevelt School—and retooled them to advance conceptions of 
their sovereignty while simultaneously protecting the environment. 

Evans’ geographically diverse case studies in chapter 4, “From South-
ern Alberta to Northern Brazil: Indigenous Conservation and the Preser-
vation of Cultural Resources,” illustrate a changing relationship between 
states and nature whereby historical and contemporary Indigenous rights 
are reflected in acknowledging an Indigenous sense of place and the im-
portance of Indigenous access to land regardless of its protected status. 
Protected places are likewise at the heart of chapter 5, “Parks For and By 
the People: Acknowledging Ordinary People in the Formation, Protection, 
and Use of State and Provincial Parks.” DeWitt demonstrates how—by 
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drawing on diverse historiography and both conventional and innovative 
source materials—historians can study the role of ordinary people in the 
management of state and provincial parks in the United States and Can-
ada respectively. This is a methodological chapter that identifies a process 
for bringing the history of small green activist organizations (and their 
conservationist allies) to light and, in so doing, to better understand their 
influence within green activism.24 

The first three chapters in Part 2, “Histories,” focus on the relation-
ships between environmental and Indigenous activism in Canada’s past. 
Piper’s chapter analyzes the magazine Alternatives in the 1970s as a forum 
from which it is possible to discern how Indigenous concerns and per-
spectives intersected with mainstream environmentalism in Canada, and 
Ontario in particular. Piper’s chapter serves to introduce Kinew’s chapter 
on the Marmion Lake Generating Station, which is reprinted from Al-
ternatives and was originally published in 1978. Kinew was Chief of the 
Sabaskong Reserve at the time and wrote about efforts by Treaty 3 chiefs 
to resist resource development and its damaging environmental impacts. 
Clapperton’s chapter on Clayoquot Sound illuminates the complex char-
acter of Indigenous-environmentalist advocacy in the 1990s. These three 
chapters taken together highlight the central significance of conflicts over 
natural resource development in providing the occasions for environ-
mentalists and Indigenous activists in Canada to work together and to 
come into conflict, a point also made recently by Lianne Leddy.25 These 
chapters historicize the role of Indigenous rights in providing leverage for 
environmental activism: they demonstrate that there was nothing inevit-
able or automatic about these alliances in Canada, and that they rather 
were contingent on debates, legal decisions, and the evolution of political 
rights and discourse in the 1970s and 1980s in particular.

Each chapter in the second part of the volume presents a different 
historical episode, primarily drawn from Canadian examples, that sheds 
light on the processes identified by the authors in the first part, and ap-
plies some of the approaches suggested by DeWitt, to deepen our under-
standing of how small green activism changed and influenced change over 
time. Mark Leeming’s study of rural environmentalism, “Local Economic 
Independence as Environmentalism: Nova Scotia in the 1970s,” draws on 
the insights of Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez-Alier, who focused 
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on the “environmentalism of the poor” in Peru, Ecuador, Indonesia, and 
India, and applies these insights to the Canadian province of Nova Sco-
tia. Leeming gives particular attention to the economic dimensions of 
environmental activism, particularly as rural economies declined relative 
to urban ones. He demonstrates the diverse roots of rural environmental-
ism, as well as the alliances, including with Indigenous activists, necessary 
to achieve shared objectives. These themes resonate closely with the case 
studies presented earlier by Willow and Grossman. 

The final three chapters offer insights into the tensions around size, 
scale, and impact that shaped histories of environmental activism and 
activist groups from the late 1960s into the 1980s. McLaughlin’s chapter 
keeps attention on the east coast of Canada. He examines the history of 
the Conservation Council of New Brunswick (CCNB), that province’s first 
and foremost environmentalist group, founded in 1969. He notes that the 
“Holy Grail” for many environmentalists (of any scale) is meaningful en-
gagement with government officials, but, of course, officials are not always 
receptive, and environmentalist groups have at times been ineffective in 
building such ties. Welch’s study offers one perspective on these strug-
gles. McLaughlin’s chapter provides another. Here we have a case study 
that highlights how figures within government and individual personal-
ities can make the difference between effecting change or being pushed 
aside and becoming irrelevant. Clapperton’s chapter, “The Ebb and Flow 
of Local Environmentalist Activism: The Society for Pollution and En-
vironmental Control (SPEC), British Columbia,” moves to a highly urban 
setting on the west coast of Canada. His case study examines the inter-
nal and external politics of SPEC, traces how it got big, then shrunk, and 
how it maintained relevance by returning to its roots as a smaller, much 
more localized environmental organization that continues to be active in 
Vancouver. One of Clapperton’s key insights is to reveal that many of the 
practices that contemporary environmental proponents point to as new 
kinds of environmentalism predicted to revitalize the current environ-
mental movement actually have historical antecedents with small green 
activist groups. Although SPEC rose up to be, within a few years, the lar-
gest environmental organization in the province, and, likely, the country, 
it has received scant scholarly attention, in part because of another Van-
couver-based organization, Greenpeace, and its rise to prominence shortly 
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thereafter. Zelko’s study of Greenpeace, “From Social Movement to En-
vironmental Behemoth: How Greenpeace Got Big,” is fittingly the subject 
of the final chapter of this collection. While many of those in SPEC, such 
as Bill Darnell and Bob Hunter, went on to be involved in Greenpeace, 
Zelko asks how a small band of Vancouver-based anti-nuclear protesters 
created such a high-profile organization, and focuses on the genesis and 
early years of the organization before it “got big.” Zelko not only traces 
the path that Greenpeace took to become big but also points out that there 
were many other possibilities: Greenpeace could have become simply a 
social movement rather than a professional organization, and could have 
easily been one more failed environmental organization after its first 
campaign. 

Cautious Optimism for our Environmental Futures
Stories of decline are a persistent feature of both environmental activist 
rhetoric and of environmental history. Indeed, the very nature of environ-
mentalism—concern for the natural world and a heightened awareness of 
threats to it—seems to demand a declensionist narrative. Environmental 
movements were born out of the identification of past and present en-
vironmental ruination, along with the prediction of future catastrophe. 
George Perkins Marsh, in Man and Nature: Or, Physical Geography as 
Modified by Human Action (1864), explained the collapse of Mediterran-
ean civilizations as the result of environmental degradation, and warned 
his nineteenth-century American contemporaries that the same trend 
was perceivable in the United States. Marsh’s ideas are widely considered 
to have inspired the subsequent conservation movement, with David 
Lowenthal labelling him a “prophet of conservation,” and the US National 
Park Service identifying him as the “father of the American conserva-
tion movement.”26 Nearly a century later Rachel Carson, in Silent Spring 
(1962), documented the widespread, damaging impacts of pesticides in 
the environment, industrial deception about the harm pesticides caused, 
and government complicity in ignoring clear signs of environmental 
degradation. A groundswell of public outrage followed thereafter, and 
Carson, oftentimes referred to in popular discourse as the “mother” of 
environmentalism, is credited for sparking the modern environmental 



15Introduction: In the Shadow of the Green Giants

movement.27 Such tragic narratives as those told by Marsh and Carson no 
doubt served as catalysts to galvanize otherwise apathetic or indifferent 
publics into action. It is unsurprising that the activists hoping to achieve 
the same success as the above two progenitors would employ their own 
environmental narratives using the same trope.

Yet, after warnings of catastrophic environmental decline for decades, 
challenges to the continued relevance and effectiveness of such stories have 
emerged. All of these refutations claim that “doom-and-gloom” narratives 
are no longer inspiring public activism to the same degree as they once did, 
or, even worse, that they are actually counterproductive and now produce 
a general public that is desensitized, hopeless, indifferent, burnt out, and 
at times even hostile to such messages.28 Indeed, a central feature of Ted 
Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger’s 2004 essay, and subsequent book, 
on “the Death of Environmentalism” was its unfavourable comparison of 
environmentalists, for their apocalyptic and complaint-based approach, 
with Martin Luther King Jr.’s positive “I have a dream” vision. Nordhaus 
and Shellenberger called on environmentalists to “replace their doomsday 
discourse with an imaginative, aspirational, and future-oriented one.”29 
The “old politics,” the authors polemically claimed, “has taken us as far 
as it can.”30 Hyperbole, we might add, is not helpful either, though such 
critique is useful for strategically thinking about how to reframe the en-
vironmental movement.

Negative campaigning continues to influence efforts to forestall eco-
logically harmful developments, such as the Dakota Access Pipeline, and 
warnings of extinction-level catastrophe as a result of climate change un-
doubtedly motivated delegates at the 2015 UN Climate Change Confer-
ence in Paris to produce concrete results. Nevertheless, the authors in this 
collection agreed during the workshop from which this volume emerged 
that a hopeful and optimistic book was not only more welcome as a con-
tribution to larger debates but was also a more accurate reflection of the 
recent history of small green and Indigenous activism than a book that 
measured their failures. As the chapters here detail, small green activism 
(perhaps a misnomer considering the role it has played in shaping history) 
has been, and continues to be, relevant—possibly now more than ever. 
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