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Nurturing Activist Love: Strategies for
Cultivating and Sustaining Youth Climate

Justice Organizing
Amanda Harvey-Sanchez

n September 2019, over 6 million people
I worldwide took to the streets for a series of

youth-led climate strikes. Inspired by the
“Fridays for Future” movement, this moment saw
students, teachers, grassroots groups, unions, envi-
ronmental nonprofits, and social justice organiza-
tions converge in the largest global mobilization
for climate justice to date. Such “moments of the
whirlwind” (Engler & Engler, 2016) can help propel
social movement organizing to new heights, but they
are also ephemeral public manifestations of unity that
elide the much more complex and contested work of
making a movement (Bravo et al., 2023). Histori-
cally, youth have played leading roles in driving social
transformation. Notable examples include the Stu-
dent Nonviolent Coordinating Committee during
the civil rights movement in the United States
(Payne, 1995), pro-democracy uprisings during the
Arab Spring (Mulderig, 2013), and the leadership of
the Palestinian Youth Movement. Youth leading
movements for climate justice are no exception, and
the 2019 global climate strikes are a prominent ex-
ample of the ability of youth to mobilize for climate
action in numbers not previously seen through
more established nongovernmental organizations
and adult-led policy channels.

Changing the status quo requires courage, risk-
taking, and commitment to forging a better fu-
ture—qualities that young people often embody.
Yet sustaining this work is difficult as movements
face burnout, conflict, and disappointment. Faced
with the enormity of planetary climate catastrophe,
a crisis that deepens human inequalities and invites
new engagement with human agency across deep
time and space (Chakrabarty, 2021), there is an ur-
gent need to equip youth with the tools, sensibilities,
and supports to sustain organizing amid uncertainty.

Research shows that children and youth increasingly
experience ecological and climate grief, dread, and
anxiety due to the climate crisis (Pinsky, 2020;
Wray, 2022). However, most school curricula have
not adequately addressed the urgency of the climate
crisis as a complex social issue affecting students
(Karsgaard & Davidson, 2023). Youth climate acti-
vists call for educational approaches that challenge
the systemic causes of the crisis while addressing the
emotional and relational work of striving for justice
in the face of ecological collapse (Vamvalis, 2023).
This editorial introduces activist love as a feminist
praxis and utopian method that emerges from
more than a decade of my experience in climate
justice organizing, research, and education (e.g.,
Harvey-Sinchez, 2022; Harvey-Sinchez & DaSilva,
2022-2023; Harvey-Sinchez, 2024a, 2024b). Activ-
ist love is a critical, creative, and imaginative praxis
that combines reflexive self~work, relational interde-
pendence, radical trust in collective emergence, and
rootedness in deep intergenerational time to culti-
vate and sustain organizing in movements for libera-
tion. While this framework is rooted in movement
contexts, I also propose that it can serve as a critical
and creative pedagogy for use by educators engaging
youth on climate change. Drawing on scholarship
on critical utopias (Jameson, 2010; Levitas, 2013),
political theories of love (hooks, 2001; Nash, 2013),
and my own lived experiences, I propose activist
love as a framework that students, educators, and
communities can draw on to foster transformative,
place-based, and enduring change. In the following
sections, I explore four axioms of activist love for
climate justice (see Figure 1) that could serve as
both tools for organizing in schools and a curricular
philosophy: (1) a labor of the self, (2) a practice of
relationality, (3) a radical trust, and (4) a rootedness
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in temporality. For each, I offer descriptions rooted
in relevant literature and lived experiences, along
with key applications in educational and organiz-
ing settings.

FOUR AXIOMS OF ACTIVIST LOVE FOR YOUTH
CLIMATE JUSTICE ORGANIZING

Axiom 1: A Labor of the Self

Activist love begins from the premise that introspec-
tive work that is ethically grounded, politically en-
gaged, and emotionally attuned is not only valuable
but also vital to the work of broader social engage-
ment. There is a wide body of literature within
Black feminist scholarship that insists that self-love is
the primary form of love, from which all love begins
and returns (e.g., hooks, 2001; Nash, 2013). To be
clear, this is not a retreat to liberal individualism, nor
a narcissistic, self-referential, or bounded form of
love, but rather a form of self~work oriented toward
overcoming fear of difference. The work of mean-
ingful social change is long and arduous and requires
the ability to work across difference. Activist love
treats our own experiences of difference or other-
ness as fertile ground for uncovering knowledge
about how the world could be otherwise, building
motivation and resilience, and (re)grounding oneself
in a sense of purpose. Crucially, activist love that
engages in such labor of the self does not do so
merely for personal self-improvement, but rather as
a vehicle for uncovering creative means of taking

grounded and inspired collective action in the face
of planetary instability.

Teachers can facilitate activist love as a labor of
the self by guiding students to critically examine
their experiences of injustice, while also acknowl-
edging and learning from feelings of fear and
encounters with difference. The reality of living in
white-supremacist, patriarchal, and classist societies
means that many students have already experi-
enced deep injustices by the time they enter school.
In a world increasingly marked by climate catastro-
phes, even more privileged children who may have
otherwise been sheltered from the realities of human
injustices are living through ecological devastation
and unnatural disasters in the form of heatwaves,
floods, storms, smoke from wildfires, and disruptions
in global food chains that impact food security. In
line with Freirean approaches to education that em-
phasize collective learning through dialogue (Freire,
1970), liberatory pedagogies rooted in activist love
can support engagement with students” affective and
embodied responses to injustice as a site of knowl-
edge and imagination. For example, teachers could
support children in engaging their affective responses
to injustice as emotional indicators of what they
value, and then use those values as starting points for
collectively imagining more just futures. More pre-
cisely, when a child feels angry, fearful, or defensive
experiencing or witnessing injustice, what values are
being threatened (e.g., fairness, compassion, com-
munity, generosity), and what would it mean to
imagine a world built on those values, rather than
those that are currently dominant in society (e.g.,
greed, selfishness, domination, hatred)? In the case of
climate injustices, a pedagogy rooted in activist love
would require that teachers not turn away from ex-
plicating the links between fossil fuel-based econo-
mies and the fear that climate change provokes in
children, but rather confront them head-on from a
place of integrity, curiosity, courage, and purpose.

Axiom 2: A Practice of Relationality

Activist love is also a practice of relationality. Like
learning to play an instrument, paint, or become
adept at a sport, activist love acknowledges that this
form oflove as practice is both something we choose
and something to which we must continuously re-
commit ourselves (e.g., hooks, 2001). However,
unlike learning to play the piano or guitar, which
may be possible as a largely solitary endeavor, activ-
ist love is specifically a practice of relationality.
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It involves entering relationships with others in
ways that acknowledge and center interdepend-
ence, relational accountability, and political emer-
gence, including with nonhuman others (e.g.,
Simpson, 2014).

Activist love as a practice of relationality involves
responsibility and accountability, both to ourselves
and to others with whom we embark on shared po-
litical projects. Teachers can foster these skills as
daily practices in schools through the co-creation of
shared norms in classrooms, community agree-
ments, clearly defined and rotating roles in team
projects, and broader curriculum objectives. When
students are brought into participatory modes of
education that give them real responsibility for
shared outcomes, they learn what it means to be ac-
countable as a practice of love. This builds valuable
skills that are necessary when the stakes may be
higher, such as in moments of conflict, disagree-
ment, and tension—all common occurrences in ac-
tivist projects that require working across difference
in complex terrains.

Activism is often driven by deep passion and
conviction. In a political and media landscape
designed to overwhelm the senses and numb emo-
tion toward apathy, it is a beautiful thing to still
possess the capacity to feel deeply. Still, activists
must also ensure that such deep conviction does
not become grounds for coercive or nonconsensual
modes of imposing or forcing political agendas
onto others with whom we may wish to build col-
lective power. Many community organizing frame-
works teach some version of what is commonly
called “relationship building” (e.g., Ganz, 2024;
McAlevey, 2016). These traditions correctly iden-
tify that relationships are at the heart of all effective
projects for social change; relationships are how we
build power and transform our collective sense of
what is possible (Hayes & Kaba, 2023). While many
of these schools of thought offer valuable frame-
works for goal-oriented and discrete methods of
connecting with others, some are also critiqued by
activists for providing cover for utilitarian or trans-
actional modes of interaction, either through direct
instruction by trainers or misapplications by organ-
izers. Activist love as a practice of relationality
requires a different manner and mode of interac-
tion, one that strikes a balance between fierce com-
mitment to a cause and genuine openness to being
transformed through the process of collective action.

Finally, activist love as a practice of relationality
centers commitments to real people and locally
emplaced projects amid the realities of political
contingency, dynamism, and the one lasting con-
stant of today—change. This constitutes a form of
“utopian method” (Jameson, 2010; Levitas, 2013)
that steers away from static blueprints for society
and evades the trap of what famed social worker
Jane Addams (1912)—quoting Tolstoy—termed
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the “snare of preparation,” a mode of schooling
that perpetually defers engagement in the world
through the false premise of abstract education as a
necessary prerequisite for action. Teachers looking
for inspiring examples of such projects can turn to
the work of the youth-led Sunrise Movement and
their Green New Deal for Schools campaigns.
These campaigns call on school districts to collabo-
ratively develop climate justice curricula, create
pathways for unionized green jobs after graduation,
provide sustainable food for students, and update
school infrastructure to prepare for climate disasters
and reduce emissions (Sunrise Movement, n.d.).
These campaigns also demonstrate how young
people are already at the forefront of forwarding
socially just climate action.

Axiom 3: A Radical Trust

Activist love as radical trust acknowledges that so-
cial change involves taking collective risks amid
great uncertainty. It also acknowledges that the
most meaningful and transformative victories do
not emerge from the work oflone wolves or heroic
figures working in isolation, or even from the
work of single organizations with perfectly crafted
campaign plans, but rather from constellations of
actors working dynamically in networks across
time and space. Activist love as radical trust allows
space for the kinds of dispersals, synergies, and con-
vergences that are so often constitutive of winning
campaigns, yet rarely, if ever, wholly anticipated or
orchestrated in advance. To be clear, activist love
as radical trust is not a call for blind faith or optimism
unconcerned with critical questions of strategy,
tactics, and political opportunity or coordination.
Rather, it is a trust rooted in principles of local au-
tonomy, noncoercion, and a grounded belief in the
abilities of others to effectively take up a share of the
necessary and difficult work of social change, so that
we can each focus diligently on a more manageable
and sustainable portion and allow for emergent
forms of politics to unfold.
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Teachers can help foster activist love as radical
trust by exposing students to grassroots movements
often overlooked in standard history textbooks and
marking their dispersed milestones as moments of
joyful celebration. Student fossil fuel divestment
campaigns on university campuses offer a compelling
example. These campaigns leverage the social power
of public institutions to delegitimize the fossil fuel in-
dustry and challenge dominant cultural narratives
about fossil fuel-based economies (Harvey-Sanchez,
2022, 2024a; Lang & Harvey-Sinchez, 2022). Be-
ginning in the early 2010s, these campaigns found
inspiration in prior student efforts to divest from
South African apartheid in the 1960s, building on
their precedent in ways that earlier generations of
activists could never have anticipated. While these
campaigns were seeded, proliferated, and supported
by the global nonprofit 350.o0rg, staff also trusted
students to creatively design their own strategies and
tactics, such that many student activists came to un-
derstand these campaigns as wholly their own initia-
tives. Over a decade of sustained activist efforts has
led many universities across North America to
commit to divestment. These campaigns have also
revealed the need to democratize university gover-
nance and eliminate corporate influence in higher
education, thereby opening new pathways for ac-
tivism. On some campuses where initial divestment
wins have been secured, new generations of acti-
vists are working to push their universities to disas-
sociate from fossil fuels in terms of research funding,
sponsorships, on-campus student recruitment, and
university governance (Wilkinson etal., 2024).

I would be remiss not to mention that risk taking
in activist love means that activists can and do ex-
perience deep hurt or betrayal. Sometimes, the
greatest losses and emotional blows come not at the
hands of our corporate enemies or political adver-
saries, but rather in the breaches of trust and
moments of lost intimacy that transpire between
comrades and friends. The trust of activist love is
radical precisely because it takes these moments of
pain not as fodder to become permanently hard-
ened, cynical, and resentful, but rather as grounds
for political realignment, reemergence, and resil-
ience. It is fiercely committed to the notion that
generative conflict and repair are possible, and that
in cases where separation, distance, or a severing of
relationality are the only viable paths, new forms of
relationality that bring more joy and ease will un-
doubtedly emerge. Like compost, good things can

grow from varied forms of death, and activist love
as radical trust can help ensure these endings are
hospiced with tenderness and care.

Axiom 4: A Rootedness in Temporality
Finally, activist love is a rootedness in temporality.
The actions we take today as activists exist within
long genealogies of social change and have rever-
berations that exceed human lifetimes. A sense of
these temporalities is essential for developing a
long-term view of organizing, especially in the case
of climate change. The “slow violence” (Nixon,
2011) of environmental degradation and the long-
term planetary consequences of fossil capital (Malm,
2016) mean that climate justice is a political project
whose temporalities are as dispersed and far-reaching
as the history and future of life on the planet we call
home (Chakrabarty, 2021).

Activist love worthy of climate justice embraces
this temporal complexity not only as a challenge
but also as a site for reimagining justice itself. One
of the earliest movement songs that I learned as a
young activist offers some insight and includes the
following lyrics: “People gonna rise like the water,
we’re gonna calm this crisis down. I hear the voice
of my great-granddaughter, saying ‘climate justice
now’” (The Peace Poets, n.d., verse 1). The final
line of the first verse “climate justice now” can be
replaced with whatever demand is most relevant to
the current moment, for example “keep it [fossil
fuels] in the ground,” “stop this pipeline now,” or
something else entirely. However, it was always
the version that called for climate justice now that
gave me pause as a young activist. What does it
mean to call for something as seemingly impossible
as climate justice, and to call for it now?

In his writing on mourning, Derrida (2006)
states that a memory is engaged in advance—that it
operates “in this strange temporality that is opened
by the anticipated citation of some funeral oration”
(p- 5). A decade ago, I might have suggested using
this insight to read the future great-granddaughter
along two possible futures: one where she is mourn-
ing our failures to provide climate justice now, and
another where we were somehow successtul in
keeping the waters at bay, where the people did rise
more forcefully than sea levels and calmed a crisis al-
ready unfolding. At the time of writing, I was watch-
ing news of children in Texas who had disappeared
in floods and taking shelter in my Toronto apartment
to escape the smoke from wildfires raging across the
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Canadian prairies. I now know that preparing for
more just futures requires reckoning with irreparable
loss while also enabling radical resurgence. Derrida
(2006) also posits that “it is not enough to know
how to bear the other in mourning; one must love the
future. And there is no more just category for the fu-
ture than that of the ‘perhaps™
added).

Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe teachings from

(p- 29; emphasis

the territories where I grew up offer guidance for
affectively laden engagements with temporality and
social responsibility. Haudenosaunee philosophy
asks that individuals consider how present actions
will impact those not only three but seven genera-
tions into the future, while situating present cir-
cumstances within an awareness of actions taken
seven generations prior (Elliott, 2020). Similarly,
the Anishinaabe seven fires prophecy, and calls to
light the “eighth fire,” speak of a period when In-
digenous peoples will revive their ways of life and forge
new relationships with other nations (including settler
societies) within Anishinaabe visions of justice and
peace (Simpson, 2008). Currently, an Indigenous-led
coalition in what is colonially known as Canada is mo-
bilizing under the banner of 8th Fire Rising (https://
8thfirerising.ca/about/). This coalition opposes un-
democratic federal and provincial bills that trample on
Indigenous jurisdiction, violate workers™ rights, and
dismantle environmental regulations to fast-track
nation-building infrastructure projects (broadly be-
lieved to include fossil fuel-intensive infrastructure).
While these bills are positioned as a response to U.S.
economic threats under the Trump administration,
they also deepen capitalist reforms at the expense of
the most marginalized, as Klein (2007) warns is com-
mon during crises.

Against the notion of absolute rupture in revolu-
tionary change, activist love acts as an affective glue
connecting the dispersed temporalities of social
change. Where Benjamin’s (1940) “angel of histo-
ry” viewed humanities wrongdoings as one con-
tinuous catastrophe and was propelled unwillingly
into the future by the violent storm of “progress,”
an “angel of justice”—if we are to imagine such a
thing—might instead glimpse a potential “humanity
as praxis” (McKittrick, 2015) as a singularity of
beauty, fullness, and ease. Justice for the dimate justice
activists with whom I am forever entangled—and
for the great-granddaughter in the movement song—
exists in the moment when all of love’s various tem-
poralities are collapsed into one, where past meets

present meets future, where a memory is engaged in
advance, and where fullness is felt in the radical imma-
nence of the perhaps.

CONCLUSION

In a political moment marked by planetary climate
catastrophe, deep and uneven injustices and uncer-
tainties, and ecological damage, it is tempting to
say we should give up the fight for climate justice.
Yet, a key implication of this editorial is that the
work of climate justice is continuous, expansive,
and brave. The climate crisis emerges from long-
standing historical injustices and systems of power
and domination, meaning that there is much to
learn from the histories of past movements for so-
cial change. Yet, we are still faced with the uncom-
fortable truth that the climate crisis demands that
we find ways to exceed currently existing frame-
works for ethical and political action. Nurturing
activist love through the four axioms outlined here
offers touchstones for this endeavor. While feelings
of grief'and despair will surely stay and should not
be ignored, there is still great possibility, and great
responsibility, to generate joy for all that we can still
save. To the aspiring and current activists reading
this text: do not fall into the trap of feeling that the
moment for action has passed, no matter what any-
one tells you and no matter how grim the future
may seem. The moment for action has not passed;
it is always here, now, in the embodied presence of
your miraculous being-in-the-world on this planet
and in this universe, and in the unruly, quiet inti-
macy of a great-granddaughter calling somewhere
for you, dear reader, to dwell with your desire and
lean into the radical immanence of the perhaps.
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