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1. What is the background? 

 

My research and teaching revolve around environmental politics and comparative politics. In 

recent years, I have been interested in looking at why some social movements are 

institutionalised or pacified in some places while some movements are radicalised in others. 

 

This paper is motivated by one important question in environmental politics: What explains 

the presence of radical environmental movements in some polities but not in others? This 

question is also relevant to the comparative study of social movements at large. Here, ‘radical’ 

refers to both (1) unconventional and confrontational action repertoires; and (2) an ideology 

that is critical of the existing social, economic, and/or political structures. 

 

In the existing literature, the action repertoires of environmental movements (or social 

movements in general) are mainly determined by two factors: (1) the stages of protest cycle 

(e.g., Offe 1990); and (2) the number of formal access points or the openness of political 

systems in different polities (e.g., van der Heijden 1997). On the one hand, movements (in the 

form of protests) usually start out as radical, but its radicalness will gradually decline as they 

gain more access to decision-making. On the other hand, the fewer the formal access points 

(i.e., the less open the political system) for movement actors, the more the unconventional and 

confrontational action repertoires are used. 

 

There are shortcomings for both perspectives. First, the former, protest cycle perspective 

downplays the significance of the state and other institutions in shaping environmental 

movements, which does not effectively explain the territorial variations in environmental 

movements. Second, the latter, political opportunity structure perspective emphasises the role 

of political institutions and sees the state as a largely reactive agent who either facilitates or 

represses environmental movements. Moreover, it understands the radicalness of 

environmental movements largely in terms of action repertoires, not ideologies. 
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To fully understand the radicalness of environmental movements, we need to look at not only 

the action repertoires but also the ideologies of these movements. To fully understand the 

territorial variations in such radicalness, we need to reconsider the role of the state in 

environmental/social movements. 

 

This paper seeks to argue that the state can take an active, ideational role by framing 

environmentalism which marginalises radical environmental movements. Based on the 

existing literature, I will first introduce the role of the state in environmental movements. 

Then, I will draw on a case from Hong Kong to illustrate (1) how its government makes use 

of a mascot (‘Big Waster’) in framing environmentalism in a way it desires; as well as (2) how 

such framing shapes the trajectory of the city’s environmental movements. In the last section, 

I discuss some lessons learnt. 

 

 

2. What is the place of the state in environmental movements?  

 

In a recent special issue of Environmental Politics, Andreas Duit, Peter Feindt and James 

Meadowcroft (2016) argue for ‘bringing the state back in’ to research on environmental 

politics and policy. They introduce the concept of ‘environmental state’ which refers to “a 

state that possesses a significant set of institutions and practices dedicated to the management 

of the environment and societal-environmental interactions” (p.5).  

 

Andreas Duit (2016) goes on to identify four dimensions of the environmental state: (i) 

regulation; (ii) redistribution; (iii) administration; and (iv) knowledge. ‘Regulation’ means a 

system of intervention which shapes the interactions between society and the environment, 

such as environmental laws. ‘Redistribution’ refers to the use of revenues raised from 

environmental taxation as subsidies for ‘environmental-friendly’ activities, such as 

environmental research and monitoring. ‘Administration’ means the state-created 

administrations, agencies, and organisations for addressing environmental problems at the 

local, regional, national, and global levels (Duit 2016). 

 

The last dimension – ‘knowledge’ – refers to the production and dissemination of ideas, 

discourses, and values about the environment (cf. culturalist approach to state theory; vom 

Hau 2015). This can be done, for instance, by the state funding and supporting universities 

and other institutions for scientific research on environmental issues, as well as controlling 

over formal educational curricula to promote green values and lifestyles among students 

(Duit 2016). That said, environmental knowledge is never exclusively produced and 

disseminated by the state; rather, green non-governmental organisations and social 

movements are sometimes involved. 
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Social movements and environmental states 

 

In Green States and Social Movements, Dryzek et al. (2003) advocate for the study of relationship 

between states and social movements – “state structures matter enormously when it comes 

to social movements in general, environmentalism in particular…” (p.6). This is because the 

structures of different states vary substantially, and such variations will shape the 

organisation and influence of social movements differently. 

 

A state structure can be either exclusive or inclusive. An exclusive state grants access to 

decision-making to only a small number of key actors (e.g., large corporations and trade union 

federations) but not others. An inclusive state, by contrast, grants access to decision-making 

to a wider variety of actors, despite these actors may still face systematic inequalities in terms 

of access and influence (Dryzek et al. 2003). 

 

On another dimension, a state structure can be either passive or active. This is measured by 

the level of state intervention in advancing or impeding the standing of interest groups. An 

active state intervenes in the civil society to shape the content and power of social groups. A 

passive state, on the other hand, remains more or less ‘indifferent’ among different social 

groups, and it does not advance or hinder the standing of any of these groups (Dryzek et al. 

2003). 

 

Four categories of state are identified by combining the two dimensions above, i.e., active 

inclusion (e.g., Norway), active exclusion (e.g., Britain from 1979 to 1990), passive inclusion 

(e.g., the USA), and passive exclusion (e.g., Germany) (see also Dryzek 1996). In particular, 

active exclusion involves a strong state undermining the conditions for public association and 

action. This takes the form of “radical individualization and marketization of society 

accompanying market liberalism” and “redefinition of citizenship in terms of obligation and 

responsibility as opposed to public involvement” (p.124). 

 

However, how can a state undermine the conditions for dissents in civil society through such 

“radical individualization”? In the space below, I suggest that an active exclusive 

(environmental) state can realise such “radical individualization” by framing the ideology of 

environmentalism in a way which marginalises the radical edge of environmental movements. 

 

 

3. What do we observe in a case from Hong Kong? 

 

Hong Kong is one of the world cities facing severe waste crises. Each year, some 6 million 

tonnes of municipal solid waste are produced. More than half of such waste is disposed of in 

strategic landfills. Nevertheless, the existing landfills will reach their limits of capacity 

towards the late 2010s. To resolve the city’s waste crises, in 2013, the Hong Kong Special 

Administrative Region (HKSAR) Government proposed a comprehensive blueprint for 
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sustainable waste management in the next 10 years. One of the action plans included were 

waste reduction and recycling programmes. 

 

‘Big Waster’ is a fictional character, or mascot, created in May 2013 by the HKSAR 

Government to promote its “Food Wise Hong Kong” campaign which aimed to alleviate the 

city’s solid waste problems. For three years, the Government has spent about HKD1.6 million 

(or USD205,000) on the design and publicity of ‘Big Waster’, accounting for 11.4% of the 

campaign’s total expenditure. The mascot has appeared in various roving exhibitions and 

workshops, reaching as many as 24,600 visitors as of November 2017. 

 

The image of ‘Big Waster’ has been associated with the expression “your eyes are bigger than 

your stomach”, which warns people not to be greedy and not to buy more food than they could 

consume. On television channels, it has been showcased with short rap songs where the lyrics 

are catchy and ironic. For example: 

 

“Hey, you can’t finish. Why order so much, man. Leftovers are such a waste! Yo! Yo!”  

 

“Buy, buy, buy, all the food expires. Then, bye, bye, bye. It’s all thrown away!”  

 

Subsequently, ‘Big Waster’ has appeared in a number of television announcements in the form 

of rap songs, conveying further messages on household waste reduction, food waste reduction 

at restaurants, energy saving, climate change actions, and more recently, clean recycling. 

Similarly, the songs contain concise and memorable lyrics.  

 

At the same time, ‘Big Waster’ has been in touch with citizens on the social media. As of 

February 2018, its Facebook page has 52,482 ‘likes’ and 53,039 followers. To make sense of 

the figures, we can compare them with those from Government’s official page – 64,769 ‘likes’ 

and 67,044 followers. Most posts feature the mascot showing up – often with the Secretary 

for the Environment – in photos and videos from a variety of community events, such as 

exhibitions, school tours, and other ad hoc campaign activities. From time to time, the mascot 

is animated to write posts in first person, sending out simple, friendly (but sometimes sarcastic) 

messages on waste reduction and environmental protection in general.  

 

 

4. How does the mascot frame environmentalism? 

 

Frames are ‘symbols’ which construct meaning of social phenomena (Donati 1992); they are 

mental scripts with selective elements (e.g., ideas and ideologies) which organise people’s 

experience and guide them towards certain perception and action (Goffman 1974). Frame 

analysis is used in social movement studies to examine how these ‘mental scripts’ are 

deliberatively used to mobilise protagonists and demobilise antagonists (Snow and Benford 

1988: 198); they are called ‘collective action frames’. 
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Collective action frames are strategic, action-oriented beliefs and meanings which mobilise 

consensus in collective action. They organise movement participants’ experience, guide their 

actions, and render what they do meaningful (Goffman 1974; Snow and Benford 1988). 

According to Snow and Benford (1988, 1992), collective action frames are constituted by both 

action-oriented functions and the dynamic processes in which these functions/frames are 

generated. For this paper, we focus on the first element to illustrate the role of the mascot in 

framing environmentalism. 

 

Core framing tasks 

 

The mascot – ‘Big Waster’ – is an animated creature by the government, and presumably it 

represents the government. Here, the agency which constructs the reality of the 

environmental movement is not a social movement organisation or movement activist but the 

government. Even if the government is not normally considered a movement actor, it does 

attempt to mobilise people for collective action. 

 

There are three core framing tasks – ‘diagnostic’, ‘prognostic’, and ‘motivational’ framing. 

The first two tasks are mainly for mobilising consensus by creating a shared perception of 

problem and solution. The third task is mainly for mobilising action by fostering collective 

action based on the above shared perception (Klandermans 1984). 

 

Diagnostic framing involves the identification of a problem and the attribution of causality 

and/or responsibility, including whom and what to blame. Prognostic framing involves the 

articulation of a proposed solution to the identified problem as well as the goals and strategies. 

Motivational framing involves the provision of a rationale for engaging in collective action 

and for sustaining participation (Benford and Snow 2000; Lindekilde 2014). 

 

In the Food Wise Hong Kong campaign, ‘Big Waster’ was used to attend to the three core 

framing tasks. For diagnostic framing, it demonstrated its casual, wasteful habits of 

ordering/shopping for more food than it could eventually consume. Characterised by its 

outlook – ‘eyes are bigger than stomach’, the habits of ‘Big Waster’ are not uncommon among 

the consumerist lifestyle of Hong Kong people. The problem identified here was excessive 

food waste in the city, while the typical consumerist habits of Hong Kong people are to blame. 

This was expressed in the lyrics of a rap song: 

 

“Your eyes are bigger than your stomach. You are a big waster!” (emphasis added) 

 

“Hey, you can’t finish. Why order so much, man. Leftovers are such a waste! Yo! Yo!” 

(emphasis added) 

 

“Buy, buy, buy. All the foods expire. Then buy, buy, buy. It’s all thrown away!” 
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The above diagnostic framing attributed Hong Kong people, who are also the target 

audiences (‘you’), as those who had caused the problem of excessive food waste. The next step 

was to mobilise those audiences to agree on a solution to the problem. In the rap song, it said: 

 

“Order only portions you can finish.” (emphasis added) 

 

“Buy only what you need.” (emphasis added) 

 

Finally, to mobilise for collective action, ‘Big Waster’ was portrayed as a negative example 

which the target audience should be vigilant about. The rationale was expressed in the rap 

song as follows: 

 

“Everything is precious. Let’s be food wise!” (emphasis added) 

 

Uniqueness of framing tasks 

 

The Food Wise Hong Kong campaign faces at least two challenges in its core framing tasks. 

A collective action frame that assigns blames to the target audiences – Hong Kong people –  

raises the questions of (1) whether it can mobilise consensus by ‘shaming’ the audiences; and 

(2) whether there is a credible, persuasive, or charismatic human speaker of the frame. 

 

‘Big Waster’ is a mascot, and by definition, it is a fictional character. It is not meant to serve 

as an ‘evil monster’ but rather a normal ‘person’ with a bad habit (Information Services 

Department 2013). Using such fictional character to promote the frame of environmentalism 

has the advantages of softening the shames on the target audiences. It does not blame people 

to the extent that they have been intentionally acting immorally (by wasting food). Instead, 

it assumes that people are just unaware of their bad habits and the corresponding 

consequences. ‘Big Waster’ urges people to internally reflect on their food consumption habits 

instead of patronizing them to be environmentally conscious. 

 

On the other hand, a mascot can also be injected whatever characters as desired. Such 

malleability is essential for mobilising consensus and action on correcting the typical bad 

habits of the audiences. After all, under the extensive influence of consumerist culture, it is 

not easy to search for a human spokesperson (e.g., a movement leader or a celebrity) who is 

‘clean’ enough to act as a convincing role model. Even if such a ‘clean’ model is available, 

he/she may be immediately dismissed as being detached from the reality. By the same token, 

looking for a human spokesperson as a bad example is also difficult, given that a credible or 

charismatic public figure is not likely to be the first one to ‘confess’ and be shamed.    

 

Individual-based environmentalism 

 

One objective of framing in social movements is to construct meanings. Using the mascot of 

‘Big Waster’, the social reality of environmentalism is transformed by selectively conveying 
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one particular understanding of environmentalism. Such perception and action of 

environmentalism is what appears inside the frame. The environmentalism so framed is 

individual-based environmentalism, aiming to change the way people think and behave 

towards the environment on an individual basis, i.e., ordering/purchasing food in a wise 

manner and creating less waste. Such environmentalism sees the key to changing the society 

as to change people’s consciousness (Dryzek 2005). 

 

The individualistic frame of environmentalism transforms the environmental movement from 

a new social movement to a lifestyle movement. Ross Haenfler, Brett Johnson and Ellis Jones 

(2012) define lifestyle movements as those which “consciously and actively promote a lifestyle, 

or way of life, as a primary means to foster social change” (p.1). The green social change, 

therefore, depends on people’s adoption of a green lifestyle, such as recycling, refraining from 

driving, and consuming organic food products.  

 

However, consensus and action mobilised around the theme of lifestyle change is marginally 

collective, since participants tend to see their involvements as a pursuit of morally coherent 

and meaningful personal identities (e.g., integrity and authenticity), instead of attaching 

themselves to the collective identity of a movement organisation (Haenfler et al. 2012). We, 

hence, notice relatively minimal public displays of collective action (Büchs et al. 2015). What 

matters, after all, is not that participants act together, but that participants act on their own 

but together. 

 

On the other hand, what is excluded from the collective action frame is radical 

environmentalism, aiming to change social structures, institutions, economic systems, and 

collective decision (Dryzek 2005). This radical environmentalism emphasises more on politics 

than individuals, such as the participation in green parties and environmental social 

movements (e.g., environmental justice, anti-globalization, and animal liberation).  

 

5. What did we learn? 

 

This paper has contributed a new perspective into why radical environmental movements 

exist in some places but not in others. The protest cycle perspective argues that movements 

(protests) tend to begin as radical but will gradually become less radical or de-radicalised 

when they eventually gain access to decision-making. On the other hand, the perspective of 

political opportunity structure argues that the less open the political system (e.g., the fewer 

the formal access points) for movement actors, the more the unconventional and 

confrontational action repertoires are used.  

 

The state-centric, ideational perspective introduced in this paper enriches the two mainstream 

perspectives above. It acknowledges the significance of the state in shaping environmental 

movements, treating the state not so much as merely a reactive agent but a more active, 

anticipative agent instead. With this interpretation, the state not only responds to social 
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movements by facilitating or repressing them but actively produces and disseminates, in a 

way it desires, ideas about the environment.  

 

The case of ‘Big Waster’ discussed in this paper demonstrates such active, ideational role of 

an environmental state which actively undermines conditions for dissents in civil society. It 

transforms the social reality of environmentalism into an individual-based lifestyle movement 

with marginal public displays of collective action, let alone unconventional or confrontational 

action. Such lifestyle movement is also uncritical of the existing social, economic, and/or 

political structures. The radical edge of environmentalism is excluded from the frame and 

hence, radical environmental movements – in terms of action repertoires and ideologies – are 

marginalised. 

 

At the same time, the ‘Big Waster’ case illustrates an innovation in creating and disseminating 

the frame of individual-based environmentalism. The fictional mascot enables the state 

(government) to inject whatever characters into it, setting it as a bad example for the public 

to reflect internally on their wasteful consumption habits. It also softens the waste problem 

blame (as in diagnostic framing) on, and avoids running into the risk of patronizing, the target 

audiences – Hong Kong people. 

 

Future research 

 

This paper aims to illustrate the active, ideational role of the state in shaping environmental 

movements. Its scope is, however, limited in the sense that it has not discussed the dynamic 

processes in which the core framing tasks are generated. Issues such as the degree of 

resonance, discursive processes, strategic processes (e.g., frame bridging, amplification, 

extension, and transformation), and contested processes can be investigated in future research 

(Benford and Snow 2000).  

 

The last issue concerns a variety of challenges confronting the framing of a collective action, 

or ‘counter-framing’, by movement opponents, bystanders, and the media (Benford and Snow 

2000). When the state (government) actively frames environmentalism to marginalise the 

dissident understanding of it, presumably actors in the civil society may respond by creating 

and disseminating alternative frames of environmentalism. It is worth examining how radical 

environmental forces interact with the environmental state (government) in the framing 

contest of environmentalism.  

 

In a framing contest, it is possible that different actors make strategic coalitions with each 

other to amplify and extend their own frames. Another question we may ask would be in what 

ways the environmental state (government) collaborates with certain civil society groups in 

the creation and dissemination of certain frame of environmentalism. This may serve to 

further illustrate the recent idea of ‘government activism’ – state/governmental players and 

non-governmental players joining together to engage in contentious action against policies 

they disapprove (Verhoeven and Duyvendak 2017).  
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Appendix: Lyrics of a rap song (featuring ‘Big Waster’) 

 

Backing:  Your eyes are bigger 

  than your stomach 

  You're a Big Waster! 

 

Rapper: Hey, you can't finish  

Why order so much, man 

Leftovers are such a waste!  

Yo! Yo! 

So many dishes 

Who's gonna finish them? 

All this food into the rubbish bin 

What a waste! 

 

Backing: Don’t waste, don’t waste 

 

Rapper: Buy, buy, buy 

All the food expires 

Then, bye, bye, bye 

It's all thrown away!  

Order only portions you can finish 

Buy only what you need 

Please be conscious 

Stop the waste 

Everything is precious 

Let's be Food Wise! 

 

VO: Don't be a Big Waster    Food Wise Hong Kong 

 

Super: Environmental Protection Department 

 www.foodwisehk.gov.hk 

 
 

(Source: Information Services Department, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region Government: 

https://www.isd.gov.hk/eng/tvapi/14_ep152.html, accessed on 18 March 2018) 

http://www.foodwisehk.gov.hk/
https://www.isd.gov.hk/eng/tvapi/14_ep152.html

