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Environmental NGOs and the Dark side of Participation and Interactivity 

 

This paper presents reflections based on a study of Danish and South Korean environmental NGOs 

and their work to engage and inspire the public through non formal environmental education. 

Through interviews with key persons within the educational departments of leading Danish and 

South Korean environmental NGOs a qualitative focus on the perceptions of their own work and the 

public as a learning entity was established (Lysgaard, 2012). This paper draws on this study, but 

focus on the significance of engaging the public for the individual staff member. Why do 

environmental NGOs rely on concepts such as participation and interactivity in spite of the often 

less than inspiring results? This paper is a philosophical foray into how the individual subjects, the 

educators from Danish and South Korean environmental NGOs creates meaning when engaging the 

public.   

A distinct characteristic among the interviewed key persons from the Danish and 

South Korean environmental NGOs is their focus on the importance of interactivity and 

participation. Participation is a much coveted concept in educational theory and practice (Læssøe, 

2011). This paper will, however, not deal explicitly with the scholarly use of the notions of 

interactivity and participation in EE and ESD. Instead the focus will be on the possible dark side of 

the use of these terms as demonstrated via the two cases. With inspiration from Lacanian 

psychoanalysis and the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek, the argument will draw on the 

empirical setting of the two cases, but use this as a the outset of a more philosophical discussion of 

the significance of engaging the public and the inherent risk of not living up to the ideals of 

participation and interactivity. The point is not to argue that these terms are without any traction in 

non formal learning and educational settings, but instead to argue that there might be something to 

learn by focusing on the aspects of participation and interactivity that is perhaps not always 

beneficial. By inverting the focus on participation and interactivity the paper raises the argument 

that we as educators and researchers should remember the significance of that which does not pan 

out according to plan, in the quest to understand and better the mechanisms of non-formal education 

and learning.  

 

Engaging via others 

Understanding a focus on participation and interactivity within non formal EE and ESD as ideas of 

engaging a cause via other subjects, those subjects ranging from being understood as the greater 
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public to a handful of activists, opens up for the possibility of drawing inspiration from Lacanian 

psychoanalysis and a Žižekian critique of ideologies.  This is not to argue that ‘participation’ and 

variations of ‘interactivity’ cover the exact same set of notions, norms, ideals or activities, nor is it 

an attempt to pigeonhole any distinct  approaches to participation as inherently better or worse than 

others. On the contrary, the effort is to add a Lacanian perspective on the unconscious function or 

significance to the arguably ideal notions of learning as participation.  

  The interviewees from the different Danish and South Korean environmental NGOs 

that is part of this study all stress the importance of interaction or participation. As an example 

several of the NGOs stress that in order for the youth to engage in the challenges at hand, it is 

important to develop their sense of being part of something bigger, part of a group that can change 

things (WWF, 2010; PCA, 2010; CJA, 2010; KFEM, 2010; CMEJ, 2010). This comes alight in the 

description of the Korean ‘Candlelight movement’. This spontaneous and initially peaceful mass 

movement was started by middle school and high school girls as an effect of the criticized Free 

Trade Agreement from 2008 between USA and South Korea, where the conservative President Lee 

Myung-Bak wanted to lift the ban on US produced, allegedly mad cow disease riddled, beef. This 

activism spurred a new movement that, although supported by the existing South Korean NGOs 

such as the Centre for Energy Alternative, was mostly based on the use of internet and mobile 

phones to organize demonstrations that at its high point counted more than 500.000 daily 

participants in peaceful protests in Seoul (Lee, 2004). In a participatory perspective the spontaneous 

actions were remarkable in the sense that they summoned large numbers of people representing the 

voice of a generation, and not only the voice of individuals (CEA, 2010; Agenda 21, 2010). Another 

example is the work of Green Asia in Mongolia, where hundreds of South Korean volunteers each 

year help to plant saplings in the Gobi desert in an effort to try and mitigate the accelerating process 

of desertification that is well under way in central Asia (Green Korea, 2010). Their activities there 

is understood by the NGO as infused with the importance of acting in unison and together 

accomplishing what individuals have little chance of doing.  

When the discussion turns to the hardship of daily life and the many contradictions 

that are part of such everyday dealings in the life of Danish and Korean citizens, the importance of 

interactivity also becomes central.  The Danish Adult Education Association has spend a great deal 

of effort on bringing together people and discuss how their houses and practices could be altered in 

order to become more ‘climate friendly’ is an example of this (DAEA, 2010). The efforts of the 
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Danish and Korean NGOs do draw on the inherent possibilities of learning together and the 

importance of interaction and participation.  

 Lacan suggests a diversified reading of such a reliance on the notion of interactivity. 

Not only is something outside of the individual, a lacanian ‘Other’ established through a group or 

taking part in certain activities, this Other, in the form of a group, real, virtual or make-believe, can 

perform in several important roles for the individual subject. It can be a vehicle for reaching goals 

through interactivity, but it can also act instead of the subject. It is possible for the subject to use the 

Other and make it experience the innermost and spontaneous feelings and attitudes of the subject, 

instead of the subject (Lacan, 2004). Žižek uses the example of hired in ‘weepers’ (women hired to 

cry at funerals see Pastina et al., 2003) to illustrate this point: “they can perform the spectacle of 

mourning for the relatives of the deceased, who can devote their time to more profitable endeavours 

(like dividing the inheritance)” (Žižek, 2006a: 23). The feelings attached to the activity are still 

upheld, but the subject is relieved from actually having to live it out. Another less exotic example is 

the use of canned laughter in TV-shows. Even after a hard day’s work, the canned laughter does the 

laughing for the subject who watches, no matter if he or she joins in. The Other actively lives out 

our joys and sorrows, thus relieving us from actively engaging in the activities (Žižek, 2003). 

 

Interpassivity 

This perspective suggests that the often used notion of interactivity, and in turn also participation 

should be supplemented with its uncanny double ‘interpassivity’ (Pfaller, 2003). This notion 

describes the obverse of interacting with the object (instead of just passively following the show) as 

the situation in which the object itself takes from the subject, its own passivity, so that it is the 

object itself which enjoys the activity instead of the subject, relieving the subject of the duty to 

enjoy itself (Žižek, 2006a). This is not to say that the many activities that the NGOs instigate take 

the power from the public to participate in activities that bring them enjoyment. It is to focus on the 

double sided nature of the NGOs focus on participation and interactivity, that in effect opens up for 

a possibility that leaves the NGOs or their audience interpassive. 

An example of this could be the roots of the South Korean candlelight movement as 

an internet based virtual community. As the interviewee from the South Korean environmental 

NGO Centre for Energy alternative argue: “They used mobile phone, internet, but wanted an offline 

demonstration. They took their interest and motivation from the contacts they made online and 

made it into something that happened in the streets of Korea (CEA, 2010). The move from a virtual 
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community, towards a real world demonstration can be seen as the fulfilment of the great hopes 

invested in notions like a social ‘Web 2.0’. This draws on the idea that with the advent of the 

internet and especially with social media like Facebook, the passive consumption of information, 

text or images is over. It is no longer sufficient just to stare at the screen; it has become possible to 

interact with it, entering into a dialogic relationship with it and through it. This can be as part of 

virtual communities, interactive plots, forums or other interest groups (O’Reilly & Battelle, 2009). 

The democratic potential of this has received a surge of interest, especially after the revolutionary 

activities in northern Africa during 2011, which in Egypt affectionately was dubbed the Facebook 

revolution (Hauslohner, 2011).  

The advent of the COP15 summit in Copenhagen 2009 also spurred masses of 

activities driven by different kinds of interactive, social media, with the Danish environmental 

NGOs WWF Denmark, People’s Climate Action  and Climate Justice Action spending a lot of 

energy and effort on trying to instigate activities via social virtual platforms (Holliman, 2012, 

WWF, 2010, PCA, 2010, CJA, 2010). The democratic potential of the web might still be unclear, 

but features such as the possibility of giving the chance for a large majority of people to break out 

of the role of the passive observer following a spectacle by others, and to participate not only 

actively in the spectacle, but also in making the rules of the spectacle (Breindl & Francq, 2008).   

Such notions of the potential of interactivity does, however, pose the question of the role of the 

opposite of this perceived activity; the interpassivity.  The Korean Centre for Energy Alternative 

did not instigate and was not a direct part of the Candlelight movement as the perceived 

spontaneous qualities of the youth and children led to them pushing the headlines, and acting 

instead of the NGOs. The NGO staffs are involved in the overall case, trying to push for 

interactivity, but in some cases the belief that the children, the youth, or the challenges of the daily 

life act instead of the NGOs lead to a situation, where none might act, or only act superficially. 

This interpassivity can be understood as the opposite of Hegel's notion of List der Vernunft 

(cunning of reason), where the subject is active through the other (Taylor, 1999). The subject can 

remain passive, sitting comfortably in the background, while the Other does the work. Instead of 

instigating mass demonstrations the children do it on behalf of the NGOs or the individual NGO 

staff members, instead of changing behaviour the ‘challenges of daily life’ do it, instead of having 

an emotional link with nature the members establish it, and instead of being part of a radical shift in 

power, the ‘conflict’ or the ‘revolution’ will fix it.  
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In lacanian perspective this understanding can be achieved by the subject, the 

individual NGO staff member or activist by way of interposing another object, the ideal of 

participation and the public as a learning entity, between itself and the hope for change for a better 

environment.  The possibility of course exists that the participatory activities that distinct groups or 

the public instigates succeed to some level; in such circumstances the environmental NGOs has 

arguably remained active through Others. This is however not always the most pressing danger, 

especially in the cases of Denmark and South Korea, instead chances are that nothing will happen, 

that the activities that the subjects see as possible though engaging the public never materialize or 

when they do will draw no consequence and lack impact. This would be a situation where the 

subject or the individual NGOs staff member would be passive through the other: the subject would 

concede to the other the passive aspect (enjoying) of the subject’s experience, while the subject 

could remain actively engaged (working in a proper organization, doing international work, going 

to meetings etc.).  

 

False activity 

This brings forth another take on the notion of interpassivity, namely the idea of ‘false activity’. The 

idea that it is not only possible to act in order to change something, it is also possible to act in order 

to prevent something from happening, so that nothing will change. In Lacanian psychoanalysis this 

is the typical strategy of the obsessional neurotic: he is frantically active in order to prevent the real 

thing from happening. In psychoanalytic treatment, obsessional neurotics talk constantly, 

overflowing the analyst with anecdotes, dreams, insights: their incessant activity is sustained by the 

underlying fear that, if they stop talking for a moment, the analyst will ask them the question that 

truly matters - in other words, they talk in order to keep the analyst immobile (Evans, 2010).  

Some traits of this behaviour could arguable be found among the wealth of activities 

that were part of the COP15 summit in Copenhagen 2009. Not only did Copenhagen overflow with 

events, activities, speeches, marches, parades, demonstrations and frantic levels of action that made 

it almost impossible to get a coherent picture of all the different things going on, the city also 

returned to normal afterwards, with a deep felt frustration over the fact that so little had changed, 

but perhaps also, one could wonder, a sigh of relief as the comfortable life of the Danes could go on 

as usual (Haug & Berkhout, 2010; Black, 2010). Activities for the sake of the activity itself, with 

little more impact than a short episode of general entertainment and attention for the organization or 

individual that hosted the activity, is as such a returning criticism of the representative from the 
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more radical Danish environmental NGO Climate Justice Action (CJA, 2010). This critique is 

especially aimed at corporations, who “greenwash, but in reality do nothing and want nothing to 

happen” (CJA, 2010) as the interviewee argues. The ‘Hopenhagen’ event at the city square, as 

organized by the Copenhagen Municipality, is an example of what the interviewee from CJA aims 

at: “The City Centre was horrible during COP15. All over the place you found companies with little 

direct interest in sustainability or climate change, but instead with a strong focus on how to make 

money and position themselves. You also had companies and people sponsoring events, with their 

names all over the place, but with little actual happening at these events, except uninhibited self-

promotion. ‘Hopenhagen’ was horrible in that aspect” (CJA, 2010).  

 

Pseudo-activity 

Such ‘false activity’ does, however, still require an unconscious urge to secure status quo and a lack 

of wanting to push any development. This could arguably be identified in some of the participating 

organizations and corporation, and the unconscious drive for the return of business as usual is open 

to question (Anshelm & Hansson 2010). 

What is arguably more evident among the environmental NGOs in Denmark and 

South Korea their perceived audience is, however, not the direct danger of false activity, or even 

interpassivity, but instead ‘pseudo-activity’, the urge to be active and to participate, without 

accomplishing much. The host of activities during COP15 was not just seemingly endless in their 

own account, but also quite well attended by a swarm of interested groups and individuals (Black, 

2010). People from all over Denmark, and from all over the world took part in the activities 

organized by the NGOs interviewed as well as the wealth of other involved organizations, 

authorities and individuals. Apparently people wanted to intervene, attempting to ‘do something’, 

which resulted in continuous debates, forums, discussions, presentations and so on. This is different 

from ‘false activity’ in that there might have been pretensions about changing something, doing 

something, grasping the moment and pushing it in the right dimension. Again the interviewee from, 

Climate Justice Action was painfully aware that this seemed to be the big risk of the COP15 world 

summit. “There might have been a lot of ‘summit-hoppers’ who go from one summit to another. 

(…) Many people who already live here came just to shop some ‘climate conscience’, for them eco-

burgers might be cool, but only if they come at half price” (CJA, 2010). The interviewee hints the 

dangers of such pseudo-activity, where everybody engage, but little come of it, as a real possibility 

during events like COP15.  
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Participation comes in many guises, and not all aspects of ideal notions of learning as participation 

is covered within such a Lacanian and Žižekian understanding of ‘interactivity’, ‘interpassivity’, 

‘false activity’ or ‘pseudo-activity’, but the concepts do enable an understanding of the unconscious 

function of these crosscutting aspects of engaging the public via participatory activities. Such 

activities do not only act as direct realizations of potential for the individual subject in the 

environmental NGOs, but also as a way of relating to the notion of a greater ideal of changing the 

world towards something better. This does not necessarily have an impact on the everyday actions 

of people, who are seen as part of the target audience of an environmental NGO, that being youth, 

parents, women or the public at large, but relates to the perceptions of these groups by the 

interviewees.  

By applying such a perspective on activities and participation one does, however, run 

the risk of only seeing failed attempts at engaging the public, where all perceptions and ideals 

simply hide the backside of ideals like sustainable development and functions to cover the impact of 

this impossibility. This is a fair critique and one that both Lacan and Žižek sustains, as very little in 

their efforts seem to point at the possibility of positive change, but instead always hints the already 

realized failure of the subject’s efforts to understand and change its situation. This of course 

requires certain levels of caution as there is no overarching reason to dismiss the work of the NGOs 

as entirely embedded in notions of ‘interpassivity’, ‘false activities’ or ‘pseudo-activities’.  

In a return to Lacan it is possible to say that also these notions fail to address the full nature of what 

is going on, as they remain efforts to try and describe an extremely complex situation and process. 

Something always escapes such analytical efforts to describe the social on and is thus missed in the 

different attempts to understand what is going on. 

Žižek’s own advice on how to avoid the snares of the different forms of activity is 

thus to try and escape it altogether: “… the truly difficult thing is to step back and to withdraw from 

it. Those in power often prefer even a critical participation to silence - just to engage us in a 

dialogue, to make it sure that our ominous passivity is broken. Against such an interpassive mode in 

which we are active all the time to make sure that nothing will really change, the first truly critical 

step is to withdraw into passivity and to refuse to participate. This first step clears the ground for a 

true activity, for an act that will effectively change the coordinates of the constellation” (Žižek, 

2006a: 26-27). 

Withdrawal as a way of getting closer to ‘interactivity’ and ‘participation’ that would 

lead to change, might not be what the interviewees want from their audience. It can still be argued 
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that the frustration and hardship of recruiting new members, the scramble to instigate activities, and 

the possibility that these activities lead to nothing that reaches beyond the activity in itself illustrates 

the constant risk of interpassivity. The wide range of activities that the Danish and South Korean 

environmental NGOs work hard to establish draw on very different notions of what is considered 

the right setting, of where some kind of best or promising practice might develop and how people 

should get involved. An understanding of how these fantasms might lead to activities that on their 

own have little other impact than preserving the existing, and why this might not be unwanted, can 

be drawn from a Lacanian perspective. This does not necessarily entail perceptions of the events as 

unsuccessful, as working with the public and focusing on participatory activities arguably has its 

own kind of logics and aims, but it does disclose part of the psychoanalytic function of these the 

idea of engaging the public in non-formal EE or ESD: Taking interpassivity for interactivity, can be 

a way of shielding oneself from dealing with overall perceived failure of something like the COP15. 

 

The dual potential of participation 

At the same time the inherent risk of interpassivity reassures that the NGOs can continue with their 

work to better the environment and mitigate climate change. If true participation or genuine 

interactivity (however that might look), would be the normal and easily attainable state of things, 

the danger would persist, in a Lacanian perspective, that the individual NGO staff member or 

educator would have to face the miniscule impact of their actions and the continued depressing 

global slide towards unsustainability. Working with the public and believing in the potential of 

participation and perhaps seeing interactivity where interpassivity might really be at play can thus 

be understood as a way of establishing a strong base for a continued belief in the potential  

protecting the environment and mitigating climate change.  As such the importance of the working 

with the public and believing in the continued possibility of educating it is not only  stressing the 

potential for establishing promising practices or best practices, but also exactly the opposite. The 

strength, for the individual NGO staff member, of working with non-formal education is that 

success is so abstract and ultimately unlikely that it ensures the upholding of the possibility of 

desiring a better world.  

Insisting that some participatory activities and strategies holds special potential for 

learning, change or emancipation, thus helps to translate such ideals as sustainability and mitigating 

climate change into more tangible approaches. This on one hand offers the possibility of working 

with the abstract aims of the ideals in more concrete term and linking them to a known context. On 
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the other hand it also establishes a situation where the exact opposite can happen. The ideals can 

remain intact in spite of scores of interpassivity with little outcome outside of the context of a given 

activity. This enables a situation where the ideals are both linked to a context and de-linked in case 

of failure. The meaning making processes are thus not harmed by negative results of engaging in 

participatory activities, but actually thrive on it. Continuous frustrations and lack of success can in 

this light arguably also be understood as a positive thing as it facilitates a situation where it is 

possible to continue the participatory work of the environmental NGO instead of retracting and 

asking whether or not a chosen approach makes any sense.  

 

The benefit of the Dark side of Interactivity and Participation? 

When engaging in non formal EE or ESD participatory strategies practices are arguably powerful 

educational tools. It can however also be argued that the results of these activities risk to entail their 

opposites. Whether such a Dark side of participation or interactivity is dubbed interpassivity, false 

activity or pseudo activity it remains important to be aware of the fact that it exists and from time to 

time obscures the genuine positive aspects of participation and interactivity. Such a perspective 

should however not lead to the simple conclusion that we must identify and eradicate such 

interpassivity, false activity or pseudo activity. While that might be a good exercise for several of 

the Danish and Korean NGOs that inspired to this paper, it is important to focus on the significance 

of the this troubling downside of notions like participation and interactivity. In a lacanian 

perspective the significance is thus that interpassivity or false activity is also, for the individual 

NGO staff member something that has a positive effect. That participation is not always genuine or  

interactivity often hard to come by establishes a situation, for the individual educator, where ideals 

of making the world better can continue to exist, side by side with clear signs of a world tumbling 

towards ever greater environmental and climate challenges. With actual imperfect educational 

environments and outcomes abound, the utopian notion of a potential perfect setting is maintained.  

 

 

- Agenda 21 (2010) Interview with key person from Local Agenda21 Action Council for 

Gyeonggi-do on the 15-10-2010. 

- Anshelm, Jonas & Anders Hansson (2011) Climate Change and the Convergence between 

ENGOs and Business: On the Loss of Utopian Energies. Environmental Values. Vol. 20, 

No. 1. 



Jonas Greve Lysgaard. Department of Education. Aarhus University. Denmark. 

10 

 

- Black, Richard (2010) “Why did Copenhagen fail to deliver a climate deal?” Outreach. 

http://www.stakeholderforum.org/sf/mediafiles/Outreach-

UNFCCC%20COP%2015FinalWrapUp.pdf 29-3-2012. 

- Breindl, Yana, Pascal Francq (2008) “Can Web 2.0 applications save e-democracy? A study 

of how new internet applications may enhance citizen participation in the political process 

online”. International Journal of Electronic Democracy. Vol. 1, No. 1.  

- CEA (2011) Centre for Energy Alternative http://energyvision.org/52. 11-8-2011. 

- CJA (2010) Interview with key person from Climate Justice Action on the 19-4-2010. 

- CMEJ (2010) Interview with key person from Citizen’s Movement for Environmental 

Justice (CMEJ) on the 21-10-2010. 

- DAEA (2010) Interview with key person from Danish Adult Education Association on the 

9-3-2010 Copenhagen. 

- Evans, Dylan (2010) An introductory Dictionary of Lacanian Psychoanalysis. London: 

Routledge. 

- Green Korea (2010) Interview with key person from Green Korea on the 14-10-2010. 

- Haug, Constanze & Frans Berkhout
 
(2010) “Learning the Hard Way? European Climate 

Policy After Copenhagen” Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development. 

Vol. 52, no. 3. 

- Hauslohner, Abigail (2011) “Is Egypt About to Have a Facebook Revolution?” Time World, 

24-1-2011. http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2044142,00.html 9-10-2012 

- Holliman, Richard (2012). “The Struggle for Scientific Consensus: Communicating Climate 

Science around COP-15”. In: Brady Wagoner, Erik Jensen and Julian A. Oldmeadow (eds.). 

Culture and Social Change: Transforming Society through the Power of Ideas. Charlotte, 

N.C., USA: Information Age Publishing. 

- KFEM (2010) Interview with Key person from KFEM on the 15-11-2010, Seoul. 

- Lacan, Jacques (2004) The four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-analysis. London: Karnac 

- Lee, Sook-Jong (2004) “The Rise of the Korean Youth as a Political Force”. In Richard C. 

Bush, Sharon Yanagi, Kevin Scott (eds.) Brookings Northeast Asia survey 2003-2004. 

Washington: Brookings. 

- Lysgaard, Jonas Greve (2012) The Educational Desires of Danish and South Korean 

Environmental NGOs. Aarhus University. 



Jonas Greve Lysgaard. Department of Education. Aarhus University. Denmark. 

11 

 

- Læssøe, Jeppe (2011) “Deltagelse og Miljøpædagogik” i Kari Kragh Blume Dahl, Jeppe 

Læssøe, Venka Simovska (red) Essays om dannelse, didaktik og handlekompetence – 

inspireret af Karsten Schnack. Copenhagen: Danish School of Education.  

- O’Reilly, Tim and John Battelle (2009) Web Squared: Web 2.0 Five Years On. Special 

report to the Web 2.0 summit. 

http://gossgrove.com/sites/default/files/web2009_websquared-whitepaper.pdf. 29-3-2012 

- PCA (2010) Interview with key person from People’s Climate Action on the 9-2-2010 

Copenhagen. 

- Pfaller, Robert (2003) Die Illusionen der anderen: Über das Lustprinzip in der Kultur. 

Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 

- Taylor, Charles (1999) Hegel. New York. Cambridge University Press.  

- WWF (2010) Interview with key person from the World Wide fund for Nature, Denmark on 

the 24-3-2010. 

- Žižek, Slavoj (2006a) How to Read Lacan. London: Granta. 

- Žižek, Slavoj (2003) “Will you Laugh for me, Please?” In these Times. July 18 2003. 

http://www.inthesetimes.com/article/88/ 29-32012. 

  


