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Modern protest culture has produced a long sequence of movements that flare brightly, command 

attention, and then fade. From Reclaim the Streets in the 1990s to Occupy, Extinction Rebellion, and Just 

Stop Oil, each has brought energy, theatricality, moral urgency, and moments of genuine public disruption. 

Yet none has established a durable route by which governments can safely and consistently deliver the 

scale of change demanded. They come, they go, they dramatise crisis, and then they dissipate. 

That pattern suggests a distinction worth making. Some activism is adolescent: emotionally intense, 

morally charged, often courageous, but strategically underdeveloped. It assumes that protest, disruption, 

or civil disobedience will itself push governments into doing what is necessary. Other activism is mature: 

it begins not only from moral urgency, but from a sober assessment of the incentive structures that 

govern political action. It asks not merely how to dramatise a crisis, but how to alter the conditions that 

keep reproducing it. 

Seen in that light, Simpol represents a more mature activism. It does not reject protest, but it refuses the 

fantasy that pressure alone can solve problems generated by competitive interdependence between 

states. Instead, it seeks to build the political mechanism that would make effective action rational for 

governments themselves. 

What adolescent activism looks like 

Calling a form of activism “adolescent” is not an insult to the sincerity of those involved. It refers to a style 

of politics that is developmentally incomplete. Adolescent activism tends to divide the world sharply into 

the morally awake and the morally compromised; it privileges expressive action; and it often assumes that 

if enough disruption is created, power will finally yield. 

This pattern can be seen across several generations of protest. Reclaim the Streets fused carnival and 

direct action, turning roads into spaces of festive resistance and anti-car politics into a form of cultural 

confrontation. Occupy captured public anger at inequality and the power of finance, but struggled to 

convert encampments and slogans into a durable governing strategy. Extinction Rebellion wagered 

heavily on mass arrest, disruption, and the theory that emergency messaging plus non-violent civil 

disobedience would force governments to “tell the truth” and act. Just Stop Oil pushed disruption further 



still, openly embracing tactics designed to annoy, shock, and force climate breakdown into the centre of 

media attention. 

These movements differ in ideology and style, but they share one assumption: that sufficient protest 

pressure can move governments, despite the structural constraints under which those governments 

operate. They seek to create a moral or psychological crisis intense enough that leaders are compelled to 

respond. The state is treated as if it is mainly blocked by cowardice, denial, or bad faith, rather than by 

institutional incentive structures that make unilateral boldness risky. 

That assumption gives these movements their emotional power. It also helps explain why they struggle to 

sustain themselves. If the main strategy is escalation of protest, then movements face a recurring cycle: 

disruption creates attention, attention provokes backlash, repression increases, participation narrows, 

and the movement either moderates, fragments, or burns out. 

Why the cycle repeats 

The recurring rise-and-fade pattern of these movements is not accidental. It follows from the weakness of 

their theory of change. 

Protest can certainly put issues on the agenda. It can alter cultural narratives, widen the range of what is 

discussable, and expose hypocrisy. But if the problem at hand is sustained by a system of international 

competition—over capital, trade, taxation, energy, labour costs, and electoral legitimacy—then moral 

urgency does not by itself remove the penalty for acting first. 

This is especially clear in climate politics. Governments may recognise the need for stronger action, yet 

still fear that moving further or faster than competitors will raise costs, provoke industrial relocation, or 

trigger domestic political backlash. Recent analysis of climate diplomacy describes this as a “multipolar 

trap” in which strategic competition systematically weakens ambition and implementation. 

Once that is understood, the limits of adolescent activism come into view. Movements may succeed in 

increasing urgency without changing incentives. They may win promises without implementation. They 

may dramatise the apocalypse while leaving intact the mechanisms that make governments hedge, delay, 

or free-ride. 

This is why such movements often leave behind a residue of frustration. Their followers may feel, with 

some justification, that they were brave, right, and sacrificial—and yet that nothing proportionate 

followed. The problem is not simply repression or media hostility. It is that protest was being asked to do 

more than protest can do. 



What mature activism requires 

Mature activism begins when movements stop confusing moral intensity with strategic adequacy. It does 

not abandon protest, but it demotes protest from being the whole theory of change to being one tool 

among others. 

A mature movement asks harder questions. What are the actual incentives facing governments? Which 

reforms can a state adopt unilaterally, and which expose it to serious competitive risk? Where is the 

blockage psychological, and where is it structural? What political mechanism could make necessary action 

rational rather than sacrificial? 

This kind of activism is “adult” in a specific sense: it accepts constraint without capitulating to it. It does 

not imagine that power will yield simply because a movement is morally pure or theatrically disruptive. It 

works to redesign the strategic environment in which governments, parties, and electorates make 

decisions. 

Why Simpol is mature activism 

Simpol exemplifies this more adult politics. It begins from the recognition that many global problems are 

coordination failures: governments often cannot solve them alone because acting alone can bring 

competitive disadvantage. Instead of demanding unilateral heroism, Simpol proposes simultaneous 

implementation of policy packages by all, or by a sufficient number of, countries. 

This is a far more mature model of activism for three reasons. 

First, it distinguishes between unilateral and simultaneous policies. That means it does not confuse 

demands that a government can safely implement on its own with demands that require international 

coordination. Adolescent activism tends to blur that distinction and apply the same pressure logic to both. 

Simpol does not. 

Second, Simpol targets the incentive structure directly. If governments fear losing out by moving first, the 

rational response is not just to shame them more loudly, but to create a framework in which all or enough 

move together, removing the fear of unilateral disadvantage. In that sense, Simpol is not merely another 

campaign. It is a mechanism for making other campaigns executable. 

Third, Simpol is politically adult because it is electoral. It asks citizens to use their votes to encourage 

politicians of all parties to commit in advance to simultaneous action. Protest movements often hover 

uneasily between moral witness and anti-political purity; Simpol operates inside representative politics 

while trying to alter its constraints. It harnesses the one thing politicians cannot ignore: our votes. 



Expression versus implementation 

The deepest difference between adolescent and mature activism is the difference between expression and 

implementation. 

Adolescent activism is often expressive. It says: the situation is intolerable, and normal politics has failed, 

so disruption is morally necessary. That may be true. But expression does not by itself produce 

implementation. A roadblock, an occupation, or a spectacular act of civil disobedience can communicate 

urgency without generating the institutional conditions in which a state can act effectively and survive 

politically. 

Mature activism asks the next question: once attention has been captured, how will the demanded change 

actually occur? If implementation requires coordination among multiple states, mature activism must 

build a mechanism of coordination, not simply intensify the performance of urgency. 

This is precisely where Simpol has an advantage. It converts moral demand into strategic design. It does 

not assume that because something is necessary, governments will do it if enough people glue themselves 

to roads or occupy public squares. It asks what institutional commitment would make the necessary 

action a rational, electorally advantageous, political move. 

From perpetual adolescence to political adulthood 

The repeated emergence and fading of protest movements is not evidence that protest is useless. It is 

evidence that in a globalized world protest alone is insufficient. Reclaim the Streets changed the mood of 

urban protest. Occupy changed the language of inequality. Extinction Rebellion changed the tone of 

climate politics. Just Stop Oil forced public confrontation with a profound emergency. But none built a 

durable mechanism for overcoming the coordination failures and competitive pressures that keep 

governments from acting at the necessary scale. 

That is why activism must now go beyond permanent escalation. It must incorporate structural 

intelligence. It must separate what governments can do alone from what they can do only together. And it 

must build political leverage not only through protest, but through institutions that change incentives. 

Simpol points in that direction. It represents a movement from protest as catharsis to politics as design, 

from moral intensity to strategic adulthood. If adolescent activism says, “Look how desperate things are—

now act,” mature activism says, “Here is the mechanism which makes action rational.” 



That is the difference between a movement that merely erupts and a movement that can endure. And it is 

why Simpol deserves to be understood not as one more activist initiative, but as a model of activism 

growing up. 


