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Abstract 
 
 

My senior comprehensive project focuses on the Sunrise Movement’s organizing 

strategies in order to determine how to build massive decentralized social movements. My 

research question asks, “How does the Sunrise Movement incorporate both structure-based and 

mass protest strategies in their organizing to build a massive decentralized social movement?” 

What I found: Sunrise is, theoretically, a mass protest movement that integrates elements of 

structure based organizing, a hybrid of the two. Sunrise builds a base of active popular support or 

“people power” and electoral power through the cycles of momentum, moral protest, distributed 

organizing, local organizing, training, and national organizing with the hopes of using that power 

in order to engage in mass noncooperation and manifest a new political alignment or “people’s 

alignment” in the United States. Elements of mass protest organizing can be found in their use of 

moral protest, cycles of momentum, and mass noncooperation. Structure-based strategies can be 

found in local and national organizing.  
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Introduction 

In mid-November of 2018, over 200 Sunrise activists stormed the U.S. capitol building, 

demanding that Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi and the Democratic leadership put forward a plan 

for a #GreenNewDeal to combat the climate crisis.  Before this historic event, the majority of 1

Americans had never heard the words “Sunrise Movement” or “Green New Deal.” Due to the 

visibility of the protest and a sustained, strategic, and collective effort by hundreds of activists 

around the country, the Sunrise Movement shifted the public view, launched the “Green New 

Deal” into the Democratic party’s agenda, and gained thousands of active members in the 

process. Just a few months after the mobilization, on February 7th 2019, Representative 

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and 67 co-sponsors introduced a resolution for a Green New Deal.  By 2

March of 2019, a survey by the New York Times revealed that 46 percent of likely voters 

supported the policy, 34 percent opposed it, and the remaining respondents reported they were 

unsure.  In only a year after the protest, all but one of the remaining twelve Democratic 3

presidential candidates supported the resolution of a Green New Deal.  Although 4

Alexandria-Ocasio Cortez receives much of the credit for popularizing the Green New Deal, the 

Sunrise Movement truly instigated and provided the power for the plan’s swift rise. 

1 Dino Grandoni, “Analysis | The Energy 202: Green Protests at Pelosi’s Office Signal Rift over Democratic Climate 
Strategy,” Washington Post, November 14, 2018, sec. PowerPost   Analysis     Analysis Interpretation of the news 
based on evidence, including data, as well as anticipating how events might unfold based on past events, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/paloma/the-energy-202/2018/11/14/the-energy-202-green-protest
s-at-pelosi-s-office-signal-rift-over-democratic-climate-strategy/5beb28131b326b39290547cc/. 
2 Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, “Text - H.Res.109 - 116th Congress (2019-2020): Recognizing the Duty of the Federal 
Government to Create a Green New Deal.,” webpage, February 12, 2019, 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-resolution/109/text. 
3 Sean McElwee and Ash Ngu, “Opinion | People Actually Like the Green New Deal,” The New York Times, March 
27, 2019, sec. Opinion, ]
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than as regular characteristics of social movement campaigns.”  For example, Francis Fox Piven 18

and Richard Cloward in their work, Poor People’s Movements, suggest that these moments 

happen as a result of historical or political events and ignore that this rise of participation and 

activity could be provoked by actors within the social movement itself.  In their piece, Paul and 19

Mark Engler prove that social movements have shown to generate a historic upheaval of their 

own and that, when a moment of the whirlwind may occur spontaneously, there are ways that 

social movement actors can harness them to better sustain their movement.   20

Engler and Engler also argue that movement organizers are most successful when they 

combine and utilize multiple organizing traditions. They specifically outline the potential for 

interaction between three main theories of change: (1) mass mobilization organizing (2) 

structure-based organizing (3) countercultural organizing (which fits into the theory of change 

category of personal transformation):  

“Mass mobilizations alter the terms of political debate and create new possibilities for 
progress; structure-based organizing helps take advantage of this potential and protects 
against efforts to roll back advances; and countercultural communities preserve 
progressive values, nurturing dissidents who go on to initiate the next wave of revolts.”  21

 
Outlining this interaction, rejects that there is an inherent tension between social movement 

organizations that hold separate theories of change. Instead, they demonstrate that there can be a 

collaborative interaction between them. While each theory of change has strengths and 

weaknesses, the strengths in one category can supplement another’s weaknesses:  

 

18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
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organizes today, and how it plans to organize in the future. Thus, I will be able to take into 

account “trigger events” and periods where there is a “perception of failure.” My research will 

help determine whether the interaction between mass mobilization and structure-based 

organizing is needed to sustain a movement.  

In sum, in this paper, I study how mass mobilization and structure-based organizing 

interplay in the Sunrise Movement in order to understand how to build a massive decentralized 

social movement. While Sunrise calls themselves a movement rather than an organization, I 

generally theortically conceptualize, using Snow and Soule’s definition, the Sunrise Movement 

as a social movement organization with the broader climate movement. However, in my findings 

and analysis, organizers and myself often refer to the Sunrise Movement as a “movement” rather 

than an organization due to their name. Additionally, due to its intersectional framework and 

policy proposals, the Sunrise Movement spans across different social movements fighting to 

tackle a wide variety of progressive issues. Therefore, I find it difficult to neatly categorize 

Sunrise Movement into either a social movement organization or a social movement; I believe it 

falls somewhere in between.  

In my paper, I use the Engler and Engler’s framework to understand their organizing and 

the interaction between distinct theories of change, specifically between structure-based and 

mass mobilization organizing. I attempt to determine if there are tensions between these two 

different types of organizing, essentially aiming to test whether organizations often undergird 

large protests or if organizations lead away from the effective mass protests. To understand how 

Sunrise fits into a social movement ecology, I analyze specifically whether Sunrise has been 

primarily focused on mass mobilizing, or maintaining their structures, and to what extent they 

16 



 

used these two theories of change in collaboration with each other. I also keep in mind the 

framework of a “moment of the whirlwind” in order to understand the Sunrise Movement’s 

organizing and to characterize the interaction between mass mobilization and structure-based 

organizing.  
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Methods 
 







 

Fortuitously, Momentum offered a craft on how to build these kinds of movements. As stated on 

their website, Momentum combines and systematizes best practices from past movements and 

critical movement theory in order to give organizers the tools to build massive, decentralized 

social movements.  Momentum claims to integrate mass protest and structure based organizing.36

 However, this characterization of their teachings is up for debate. Lawrence suggested that, 37

instead, their theory of change should be characterized as mainly one based on mass protest that 

integrates structure-based organizing, or “how to use structure-based organizations to build more 

effective mass protest movements.”  Once equipped with Momentum’s tools and theories, these 38

organizers came together to strategically plan for a new movement led by and for young people 

to stop climate change and they called it Sunrise.  

Clearly influenced by Momentum, Lawrence explains that Sunrise is essentially a mass 

protest movement that has built in elements of structure to help them grow their capacity. It is 

clear that the movement is predicated on the understanding that mass protest is the effective way 

to institute widespread change, “Our theory of change at its core is a mass protest theory of 

change because what we’re trying to do is shift the political weather, to make all kinds of 

different victories possible.”  He goes on to explain that’s why the movement is pushing for the 39

Green New Deal, an ambitious national policy or “big win” as Lawrence describes it. “We’re not 

going after the sort of incremental victories that structure-based organizations often do.”   40

36 “About Momentum,” Momentum, accessed February 23, 2020, 
https://www.momentumcommunity.org/about-momentum. 
37 Ibid. 
38 William Lawrence, February 18, 2020, interview. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
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one week after the Pelosi action they had 150 individual, distributed actions at local 

Congressional offices in dozens of states around the country. In a span of three weeks, they went 

from having 25 to over one hundred “hubs” or local organizing chapters. Having the strategic 

foresight to organizing a large protest action aimed to inspire the public would only get them 

halfway. Knowing what to do with the masses of newly inspired people was essential to grow 

their scale and reach.  

In the Momentum training, organizers are taught to see this process of action and 

absorption as a cycle. The “Cycle of Momentum”is a tool for how social movements can harness 

the actions of everyday people to grow participation, influence, reach, and political power.  45

Escalated action disrupts the normal order or expectations of society, involves a personal 

sacrifice by participants, and exposes a moral issue or injustice. Absorption is the intentional 

process of recruiting previous bystanders to become active participants, allowing the structure of 

the movement to grow. With the new energy and power of an expanded volunteer base, the 

movement must then prepare their new recruits to take further escalated action. Thus, the cycle 

of  “escalation, preparation, and absorption” continues until the movement has achieved high 

enough levels of participation to win their goals and demands. This organizing theory is baked 

into all components of how Sunrise operates: from their five-year strategy to how they train their 

volunteer leaders.  

The Sunrise Movement is currently continuing to build toward even more massive 

protests in the future. Sunrise has five stages to their movement: 1) Stage 1, 2017: Launch the 

movement, 2) Stage 2, 2018: Make climate change matter in the midterm election, 3) Stage 3, 

45 “About Mome t Mom e m
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2019: Make the entire country feel the urgency of the crisis, 4) Stage 4, 2020: Win governing 

power by bringing it home through the 2020 general election, and 5) Stage 5, 2021: Engage in 

mass noncooperation to interrupt business as usual and win a Green New Deal.  Overall, they 46

intend to build people power and political power until Stage 5, when they plan to facilitate mass 

noncompliance. Mass noncompliance, Lawrence says, is “the holy grail” of mass protest 

movements.  He defines mass noncompliance as a meaningful portion of the population 47

engaged in ongoing non-cooperation with the status quo in a variety of ways. He cites the 

uprisings in Hong Kong and Chile and Lebanon as examples of mass noncompliance. He reflects 

on the significance of this stage,  

“You don’t get the kind of transformational change that is redistributive and all the things 
we want it to be without mass noncompliance which actually allows people, workers, to 
wield our power to shut down the economy and inflict pain on the people at the top.”   48

 
Stage Five is when Sunrise hopes to be able to engage 3.5% of the population or 11 

million Americans. Sunrise calls this the “North Star” strategy. Danielle Reynolds, a Los 

Angeles Sunrise organizer relays, “our North Star, which is what we are trying to build up to, we 

want it to be the largest day of mass non-cooperation in human history and we want that to occur 

in either December of 2020 or January, 2021.”  Monica Guzman, another L.A. organizer and 49

Coordinator of the Strategy Team, echoes this understanding, “The North Star is getting 3.5% of 

the population on the streets to bring out the Green New Deal.”  To get there, Sunrise’s strategy 50

is to consistently increase the size of their protests or strikes. Reynolds describes this process: 

46 “Sunrise Movement,” Sunrise Movement, accessed November 10, 2019, https://www.sunrisemovement.oq.oq....
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Therefore, this includes all the protest actions, both large and small, that Sunrise members 

participate in. In their interviews, Sunrise organizers recount multiple instances where they have 

participated in moral protest, both nationally and locally: nationally, the Pelosi occupation and 

the DNC Climate Debate protest and locally, the Aliso Canyon protests. Moral protest is 

promoted and facilitated by the structure-based organizing that I outline below. Additionally, the 

mass protests that Sunrise plans to facilitate in the future fall under this category of “moral 

protest.” 

B.) Distributed Organizing  
 

Distributed organizing is how the movement gives people an easy and meaningful avenue 

to take the first step into being a part of the movement with the ultimate goal of building the 

movement’s membership base or “capacity.” Blazevic describes how a lot of distributed 

organizing is digital because in order to allow anyone anywhere to be able to participate in the 

movement you need to be able to access people from a ton of different locations. Blazevic walks 

me through an example of how a distributed organizing tactic brings people into the movement: 

“We engage someone through distributed organizing, through a national call to action, for 
example, where we have everybody call their representative, and ask them to sign onto 
the resolution for the Green New Deal. And then the hope is that that goes really well and 
then we’re like, ok do you want to start a hub?”   55

 
Distributed organizing in tandem with a mass protest theory of change and structure-based 

strategies, allows the movement to engage people all over the country.  

 

 

55 Ibid.  
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useful, but put on actions that are informed by histories and theories of movement building.”  82

Morton herself is 20 years old and is coordinator of the actions teams. Clearly, training, together 

with bold leadership allocation and mentorship, allows Sunrise to promote their overall structure 

by maintaining and investing in leaders.  

E.) National Organizing 
 

Sunrise’s national organizing is made up of both paid staff and national volunteers who 

are responsible for guiding the movement and providing capacity in places where needed. The 

national organizational structure, what organizers call “National” or “Sunrise national,” consists 

of the executive director, the managing director, and aᵐM





 

that we have to push the people who have influence and who also have an ear open to 
what we have to say to actually enact change.”   85

 
Her statement shows how Sunrise has chosen to only support elected officials who publicly and 

fully support Sunrise’s demands. Additionally, Lawrence claims that engaging in electoral 

politics was also a way to effectively target the public and grow their organization: “we inserted 

ourselves in between them and the election.” Thus, Sunrise also saw the political process as an 

effective way to build the movement. The movement therefore is not only focused on building a 

powerful army of young people to enact change through mass protest, they also consider 

electoral power fundamental to enacting change. 

 
  

85 Ina Morton, March 5, 2020, interview. 
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Conclusion 
 

The climate crisis is one of the biggest threats to face modern civilization. This deepening 

ecological crisis, facilitated by disaster capitalism, threatens to set loose yet unimagined terrors 

of the world’s population, terrors that will likely be suffered and endured by those least equipped 

to handle them.  This has been extensively and consistently proven by scientists in the last 50 86

years. One of the first markers of a public reckoning with the climate crisis in the United States 

was when, in 1988, climate scientist James Hanson sounded the alarm to a Congressional 

Committee, linking global warming to the build up of greenhouse gases and carbon dioxide in 

the atmosphere.  Then in 1990, we sailed past the threshold that defined the highest level of 87

carbon dioxide in the atmosphere that is considered safe.  Once past this threshold of 350 parts 88

per million of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere the earth has started to witness irrevocable 

changes to the climate and the environment. The haunting reality is that we are far past the 

deadline for taking serious and bold action to stop climate catastrophe.  

However, in her book, On Fire: The Burning Case for a Green New Deal, Naomi Klein 

thinks that now more than ever before is an opportunity for historic climate action. Due to events 

like the youth climate strikes in Europe and North America, a mass protest movement, she 

argues that now society at large has accepted the morality and severity of this issue.  Another 89

distinguishing characteristic of this moment, is that there is not only a mass concern but also that 

86 Alex Khasnabish and Max Haiven, “Why Social Movements Need the Radical Imagination,” July 22, 2014, 
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/transformation/why-social-movements-need-radical-imagination/. 
87 Philip Shabecoff and Special To the New York Times, “Global Warming Has Begun, Expert Tells Senate,” The 
New York Times, June 24, 1988, sec. U.S., 
https://www.nytimes.com/1988/06/24/us/global-warming-has-begun-expert-tells-senate.html. 
88 Nicola Jones, “How the World Passed a Carbon Threshold and Why It Matters,” Yale E360, January 26, 2017, 
https://e360.yale.edu/features/how-the-world-passed-a-carbon-threshold-400ppm-and-why-it-matters. 
89 Naomi Klein in Zoya Teirstein’s “Why Naomi Klein Thinks Now Is the Moment for Climate Action,” Grist, 
October 1, 2019, https://grist.org/article/why-naomi-klein-thinks-now-is-the-moment-for-climate-action/. 
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there is a popularized plan to get us out. Klein presents a rousing case for the ambitious domestic 

policy, the Green New Deal, that promises “an intersectional and holistic response to multiple 

overlapping crises: unemployment, economic insecurity, racial injustice, gender exclusion, a 

crisis of respect for Indigenous people.”  90

While the Green New Deal offers us a bold and transformative vision for the next 

economy, we need a movement to actually enact it. This is where Sunrise comes in. With the 

promise of organized mass noncompliance in 2021, Sunrise could be the movement to force the 

United States government to take action. As Sunrise states, “Together, we will change this 

country and this world, sure as the sun rises each morning.”    91

90  Naomi Klein in Zoya Teirstein’s “Why Naomi Klein Thinks Now Is the Moment for Climate Action,” Grist, 
October 1, 2019, https://grist.org/article/why-naomi-klein-thinks-now-is-the-moment-for-climate-action/. 
91 “Sunrise Movement,” Sunrise Movement, accessed November 10, 2019, https://www.sunrisemovement.org. 
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Appendices 
 

Figure 1: Ganz’s snowflake model as displayed in Organizing: People, Power, Change 
 

 
 
Figure 2: The snowflake model in Sunrise’s Peer Coaching Network 
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