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Abstract: This chapter focuses on how the impasse between climate change evidence
and the public’s acceptance of and action on climate change might be explained by
an exploration of the concept of uptake in Rhetorical Genre Studies and by an explo-
ration of the public genres that participate in climate change activism. Attention to
genre uptakes — to the interconnections, interplays, and transactions between genres
— can enrich an understanding of genres as social actions by focusing attention on the
factors (material, social, affective, embodied, and technological) that influence the
mobilization of knowledge and action between and across genres. Focusing on the
uptake of a particular public genre, the petition, and on the actions/interactions that
take place between and around the act of petitioning, the chapter provides further
insight into the forces that shape uptakes of petitions, particularly climate change
petitions, and that limit and enable social action on climate change. An examination
of petitions (and their uptakes) as complex sites of transaction can also draw atten-
tion to mobilizations and actions that may happen along the pathway to uptake and
social action — mobilizations in process that can lead to interventions in the climate
change debate.

8.1 Introduction

Uptake is first the taking of an object; it is not the causation of a response by an intention. (Fread-
man, 2002, 48)

In November 2017, at the end of what was widely regarded as a year of setbacks in
US efforts and leadership to address climate change, and twenty-five years after the
Union of Concerned Scientists issued the “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity,”
scientists from around the world published “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity:
A Second Notice” (Ripple et al). Appearing in the Viewpoints section of the December
2017 issue of the journal BioScience and including 15,364 scientist signatories from
184 countries, the article has since been endorsed by an additional 4,404 scientists on
the Alliance of World Scientists’ website. The Alliance of World Scientists describes
itself as

a new international assembly of scientists, which is independent of both governmental and
non-governmental organizations and corporations. We submit, that in order to prevent wides-
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pread misery caused by catastrophic damage to the biosphere, humanity must practice more
environmentally sustainable alternatives to business-as-usual. Our vital importance and role
comes from scientists’ unique responsibility as stewards of human knowledge and champions
of evidence-based decision-making. The main goal of the AWS is to be a collective international
voice of many scientists regarding global climate and environmental trends and how to turn
accumulated knowledge into action. (Alliance of World Scientists, 2017)

Scientists’ near unanimous agreement about the fundamentals of climate change and
steps needed to address it have been well-documented, but “how to turn accumulated
knowledge into action” has been a source of frustration, enough so that world scien-
tists felt the urgent need to issue the “second notice” warning to humanity.

Recalling the 1992 world scientists’ warning that we cut greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions and phase out fossil fuels, reduce deforestation, and reverse the trend of
collapsing biodiversity or face “substantial and irreversible harm” to our biosphere,
the authors and signatories of the Second Notice warn that since 1992,

with the exception of stabilizing the stratospheric ozone layer, humanity has failed to make suf-
ficient progress in generally solving these foreseen environmental challenges, and alarmingly,
most of them are getting far worse (...) Especially troubling is the current trajectory of potentially
catastrophic climate change due to rising GHGs from burning fossil fuels (Hansen et al. 2013),
deforestation (Keenan et al. 2015), and agricultural production - particularly from farming rumi-
nants for meat consumption (Ripple et al. 2014). Moreover, we have unleashed a mass extinction
event, the sixth in roughly 540 million years, wherein many current life forms could be annihila-
ted or at least committed to extinction by the end of this century. (Ripple et al., 2017, 1026)

The authors and signatories conclude that, twenty-five years later, we have not
heeded the first world scientists’ warning. “Soon,” they write, “it will be too late to
shift course away from our failing trajectory, and time is running out. We must recog-
nize, in our day-to-day lives and in our governing institutions, that Earth with all its
life is our only home” (Ripple et al., 2017, 1028).

With so much at stake and what the editors of this volume describe as “the gap
between the near-unanimous agreement in science about the basics of human made,
or anthropogenic, climate change (ACC), and the widespread lack of acceptance of
this agreement in the public sphere”. The Alliance of World Scientists’ question of
“how to turn accumulated [scientific] knowledge into action” is more urgent than
ever. To better understand the impasse between overwhelming scientific evidence of
climate change and urgency/action on the part of citizens and political leaders, we
will turn to genre and uptake and the role they play in the mobilization of knowledge,
for as Amy Devitt argues in her contribution to this volume, genres matter for social
action: “their conventions, norms, actions, systems, and potential invisibility direct
the debate in sometimes unnoticed and sometimes unintentional ways” (add page
#). In order to explore the ways genres direct the debate around climate change, we
will begin by focusing on how the impasse between climate change evidence and
the public’s acceptance of and action on climate change might be explained by an
understanding of genre uptakes as complex sites of selection and genre performance
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and by an exploration of the affective, social, and material factors that shape uptake.
Understanding how genres and their uptakes direct rhetorical and social actions also
reveals possibilities for intervening in and redirecting these actions. As a case study,
we will examine the uptake of a particular public genre, the petition, with a focus
on the affordances and constraints of petitioning and the relationship between what
Dylan Dryer (2016) calls the “uptake affordances” of petitions (the opportunities or
constraints that shape encounters with and uptakes of petitions) and the “uptake
enactments” (the act of producing a response). As we examine this complicated rela-
tionship between rhetorical action and social change, we will draw on illustrations/
examples of climate change petitions, showing how a number of prior uptake strate-
gies historically connected to petitioning seem to resurface, reemerge, or recur in a
contemporary context and remain integral to carrying out a petition’s actions. As we
hope to show, attention to uptake’s complex relationship to genre can help explain
how other forces intervene in and redirect rhetorical and social action at the same
time as it draws attention to mobilizations and actions that may not be as apparent.
Paying attention to the forces that shape genre uptakes can help us examine where
breakdowns in the climate debate happen and how to intervene.

In what follows, we begin by defining genre’s relationship to uptake and how
attention to genre uptake can reveal the often invisble forces directing social action.
From there, we will demonstrate uptake at work in the genre of the petition, with
specific reference to climate change. As we hope to show, recognizing the complex
uptakes surrounding petitioning reveals how genres can be used to intervene in and
redirect climate change action.

8.2 Genre and Uptake

Since its beginnings, scholarship in Rhetorical Genre Studies (RGS)* has been inter-
ested in the inter- and intra-generic relations that shape individuals’ genre perfor-
mances — what Anne Freadman (1994, 2002), extending J.L. Austin’s concept of
uptake in speech act theory, has called genre uptakes. Attention to genre uptakes —
to the interconnections, translations, and pathways between genres — enriches an
understanding of genres as social actions at the core of RGS’ definition of genre.
While genres orient us in relation to recurring situations and provide strategies for
responding to and acting in situations, and while genres, as Dylan Dryer explains,
“persist because they frame what they permit as that which is possible” (2008, 506),
it is only in the uptakes they routinize (but never completely determine) that genres
are performed — are taken up — as social actions.

1 See the groundbreaking work of Carolyn Miller, Charles Bazerman, Aviva Freedman and Peter Med-
way (1994), Amy Devitt, Catherine Schryer, David Russell, and Carol Berkenkotter.
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In How to Do Things with Words (1962), J.L. Austin briefly mentions the idea of
uptake as a way to explain how illocutionary force becomes a perlocutionary effect
— how, that is, an intentional utterance helps to produce an effect under certain con-
ditions. Within Austin’s theory of speech acts, uptake is offered as a fairly straightfor-
ward process, secured by the apprehension (and then translation) of an intended illo-
cutionary act. Freadman expanded and complicated Austin’s causal theory of uptake
in order to account for the interplays and trans-actions between genres, and, in so
doing, made uptake a core concept in genre research. As Freadman is careful to note,
uptake does not depend on causation (as in a job advertisement causes a job applica-
tion) but rather on selection. Uptake, she explains, “selects, defines, or represents
its object ... This is the hidden dimension of the long, ramified, intertextual memory
of uptake: the object is taken from a set of possibilities” (2002, 48). By shifting our
attention from causation to selection, Freadman offers uptake as a complex site of
transaction, one informed by historical, material, political, affective, socio-economic,
and ideological forces.

In Freadman’s formulation of the relationship between genre and uptake — a
relationship that Freadman understands as fundamental to how we use genres and
how genres operate — genres condition and secure uptakes (Freadman, 2002, 42).
One of the ways that genres help us perform social actions is by directing rhetorical
force, moving it in typified directions, at times formalized in what John Swales has
called “genre chains” (2004), to secure certain uptakes. Sune Auken has described
this relational interchange, in which the use of one genre in turn acts as an invitation
or request for another genre, as “in effect taking part in a social perpetuum mobile”
(2018, 19). In exploring the relationship between Swales’ concept of genre chains and
Freadman’s concept of uptake, Auken notes how genre chains mobilize uptakes in
fairly regularized, sequential ways in which each genre is an uptake of the former: “a
genre chain is a formalized series of uptakes. Genre chains are bound; they move in
a particular order, and relate to one another in a particular hierarchy” (20). However,
outside of formalized genre chains (and even in some cases within them), uptakes are
more dynamic and unpredictable. As Auken observes, “an uptake can easily follow a
chain, but it can also deviate from, turn, or twist the purpose of the chain. Also, one
may insert one or more new genres into the process in an attempt to achieve a desired
purpose” (20).2

This is why, as Freadman demonstrates, uptakes are not simply the consequences
of genres — the meeting of a genre expectation. Uptakes also depend on dynamic rela-
tions between genres that enable the movement of knowledge and actions across

2 For more on the stability and variation inherent in the relationship between an utterance and its
genre, and the role that generic structures play in the interpretation of works of literature, which has
implications for understanding uptake, see Auken’s “Genre and Interpretation” (2015a) and “Utter-
ance and Function in Genre Studies: A Literary Perspective” (2015b).
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them. In the Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci (1971) writes, “The starting-point of
critical elaboration is the consciousness of what one really is, and is ‘knowing thyself’
as a product of the historical processes to date, which has deposited in you an infin-
ity of traces, without leaving an inventory” (323). As it pertains to genre research and
teaching, Gramsci’s critical elaboration points to the hidden dimension of uptake,
which refers to the historical processes that stabilize relations and pathways between
genres in ways that condition and secure, but never guarantee, certain effects. For
example, as noted earlier, within speech act theory uptake refers to how an illocution-
ary act produces a perlocutionary effect — how, for instance, someone saying “it is hot
in here” results in someone else, under certain conditions, opening a window. A set
of relations has to exist in order for this uptake (this selection from a set of possibili-
ties) to happen: the speaker’s relation to others in the room; an interpretation of the
utterance as referring to temperature and not, say, mood; a relationship between the
location of a window and a person’s ability/authority to open it; etc. Uptake, as such,
refers both to the effect and the set of relations that produce that effect. As Gramsci’s
observation makes clear, though, the relations that inform our selection processes
are often hidden. How to account for these relations when an inventory is not easily
available is a major challenge uptake poses to the study of genre and its relationship
to social action. And yet, we contend, critical attention to uptake relations provides
valuable insight into how genres like the petition can be used to redirect public dis-
course around climate change.

Since first introducing the concept of uptake to genre research, Freadman’s work
has consistently alerted us to the ways that genre uptakes are complex sites of trans-
action that challenge a view of genre mobilization as located in genre knowledge and
as being synonymous with human agency and intentionality.? For instance, in Fread-
man’s early definition of uptake as “the bidirectional relation that holds between”
genres (Freadman, 2002, 40; emphasis added), the pivotal term holds suggests a
relational force or interplay that operates between genres. Uptakes, Freadman’s
definition suggests, are the result not of causation but of relation and selection — a
set of relations that are held together in ways that make certain selections (and not
others) possible and that as a result condition and secure certain outcomes (and not
others). When studying uptake, then, we need to pay attention to the relations drawn,
managed, and sponsored that enable the selection and taking up of knowledge and
actions across genres, which enable and limit rhetorical and social movement. When
Freadman writes that “uptake is first the taking of an object; it is not the causation of
a response by an intention” (48), then, she refers to the relations between genres that
uptakes hold and that make possible certain takings. These takings are not caused by
genre but by the set of relations that hold between them. The seams between genres

3 See “Uptake” (2002), The Machinery of Talk (2004), “The Trap and Trappings of Genre Theory”
(2012), and “Where is the subject?” (2014).
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that uptakes weave and “hold,” in other words, make movements and translations
between and across genres possible. Uptake, then, is a vital part of genre knowledge,
but because it takes place within a complex site of transaction, it also exceeds genre
knowledge.

As “the local event of crossing a boundary” (43), uptake draws our attention not
only to the relations between genres but also to how individuals move and translate
across genres. It is especially when they occur across intergeneric boundaries, Fread-
man notes, that uptake translations are “least automatic and most open to mistake
or even to abuse” (44) since they are most subject to relations of power and other
extra-textual forces, as in the case of translating scientific knowledge about climate
change into public action. Certain routinized uptakes, especially within bounded
and regulated institutional contexts, follow well-worn, expected directions and are
thus habitually and predictably enacted. But when moving across generic fields, as
is required when scientific knowledge gets translated to public actions, other uptake
relations come into play and exert force on the relations between scientific knowledge
and its public uptake, in ways that affect how science is taken up — that is, how sci-
entific knowledge is selected from a set of possibilities. What makes uptakes in this
case especially interesting is that they compel us to pay attention to the extra-textual
factors that inform genre performances, including the historical-material conditions
and dynamics of agency and power that function between, hold together, and shape
genre performances. As Freadman more recently put it:

No genre can do more than predict the kind of uptake that would make it happy, and no speaker
or writer can completely secure an uptake. This is partly because no discursive event is a pure
example of any genre, and partly because of the unpredictable historical complexity of its
moment and its ongoing action. We cannot [...] reflect productively on uptake outside of dis-
cussions of genre, nor is it productive to theorize the action of genres without uptake. Genre is
destabilized by uptake even as it asserts its power. (2012, 560)

In short, uptake helps us understand how systemic, normalized relations between
genres coordinate complex forms of social actions — how and why genres get taken
up in certain ways and not others and what gets done and not done as a result. To
study uptake, we need to pay attention to the spaces in between genres — the meso
practices, interplays, transactions, and translations as well as the meta-genres
(Giltrow, 2002) and intermediary genres (Tachino, 2012; 2016) that mobilize knowl-
edge and action between and across genres. Focusing on these trans spaces, genres,
and actions draws our attention to the seam-work that holds genres together in order
for knowledge to move across them: who and what sponsors, sanctions, and manages
our ability and willingness to engage in genre transaction work, and to the forces that
make movement across genres possible, including the affordances, systems of valu-
ation, materialities, embodiments, tools, media, technologies, and affective factors
that authorize, manage, and sponsor the movement of knowledge across contexts
and domains. Such a view of uptake can help explain why it can be so hard to turn
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accumulated scientific knowledge into action, despite the mobilization of that knowl-
edge in various professional, public, and popular media genres. Trying to understand
how and why accumulated scientific knowledge has not turned into action with the
urgency it needs to requires us to understand the phenomenon of movement itself,
especially the entangled relationship between the mobilization of scientific knowl-
edge and the material conditions, affective factors, and socioeconomic values that
mediate it. Becoming mindful of this movement and its guiding forces, as Devitt, in
this volume, argues, takes us a step closer towards making genres work for social
action rather than only as social actions — in particular, making genres of the climate
change debate work for transformative social action on climate change.

8.3 Dimensions of Uptake in the Mobilization of Knowledge and
Action

In the previous section, we described how uptakes result from/are made possible
through configured, normalized, and activated relations between genres — relations
that shape what comes to matter and how it gets taken up as such. Karen Barad (2007)
has explored the dynamic relationship between matter and meaning, arguing that
“mattering is simultaneously a matter of substance and significance” (3). According
to Barad, how something comes to matter (have substance) is entangled with how it
is made significant. How an utterance such as “it is hot in here” comes to matter (have
substance in the form of someone opening a window) depends on the significance
accorded to it. Uptakes are, in part, how we recognize significance in one genre and
take it up as substance. In this way, uptakes make genres matter. But this process
of mattering, as we have described, is subject to forces greater than genre alone, no
matter if genres seek to secure and condition certain uptakes. For example, in the
case of the Alliance of World Scientists’ warning to humanity, what would make their
Second Notice matter is if governmental agencies and the public take up their recom-
mendations. But for these recommendations to become substance, they first need to
be made significant alongside or in relation to other kinds of significations, which
exert their gravitational push and pull on how the Second Notice gets taken up.
Scholarly analyses of climate change skepticism have examined the economic,
cultural, political, cognitive, sociological, and ideological influences on why individ-
uals remain skeptical of climate change (see Dunlap, 2013; Hamilton, 2010; Jacques,
2006; Thompson, 2003; Whitmarsh, 2011). In their review of literature, Van Rensburg
and Head (2017) note a prevailing research strand that identifies how “worldviews are
acting indirectly, as background dispositions that are reinforced by various cognitive
and psycho-sociological mechanisms” (3) to shape climate change denial. Van Rens-
burg and Head’s textual analysis of a well-known Australian climate change skep-
tic’s opinion pieces reveals, in addition, the discursive patterns and specific terms
through which climate change skepticism circulates and is perpetuated. “We argue,”
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they conclude, “that examining the specific objections of sceptics is important for
devising more effective responses. We argue that climate communicators and prac-
titioners should constructively, patiently, and persistently respond to sceptical criti-
cisms, instead of trying to starve sceptics of public exposure by refusing to engage
them” (8). Such research provides insights into the competing forces that shape and
limit the uptake of scientific knowledge about climate change, especially in regions
where individuals perceive environmental regulations as a threat to their livelihoods,
culture, and economy.”

The entangled and at times competing forces that shape what comes to matter (to
be made significant and come to have substance) in the taking up of genres requires
closer scrutiny if we are to more fully understand how to turn accumulated scientific
knowledge into action. In his recent chapter “Disambiguating Uptake: Toward a Tacti-
cal Research Agenda on Citizens’ Writing,” Dylan Dryer (2016) begins the process of
identifying different elements involved in uptake as a phenomenon. Dryer identifies
five elements in particular: uptake affordances, uptake artifacts, uptake enactments,
uptake capture, and uptake residue. Uptake affordances refer to the conditions and
invitations that facilitate an uptake — something that is offered to be taken up (65-68,
70-71). By paying attention to uptake affordances, researchers are able to focus on “the
opportunities and constraints in the conventions that precede and shape the uptake
encounter” (70). Uptake artifacts refer to the texts or objects produced in response to
other texts, the artifacts that result from an uptake (65, 71). Uptake enactments refer
to the act of producing an utterance or text in response to uptake affordances - the
performance or undertaking of an uptake (65, 70, 72, 74). Uptake capture refers to
the cognitive or affective consequences of uptake, the way “repeated encounters with
genres have lingering effects on what writers see — or indeed are able to see — as the
realm of the possible...” (65). Researchers focused on uptake captures examine what
successive uptakes do to readers and writers, how they become sedimented as dis-
positions. Uptake residue, which for Dryer is closely related to uptake capture, refers

4 A recent story in ScienceDaily (2017), “Understanding Alternative Reasons for Denying Climate
Change Could Help Bridge Divide,” profiled sociologist Jacob Lipsman’s research on climate change
denial which challenges mainstream criticism that climate skeptics are out of touch, ignorant, or
unwilling to accept scientific facts about climate change. In particular, Lipsman examined “the links
between attitudes about climate change and local discursive and political processes surrounding
coastal restoration issues” in two Louisiana parishes adjacent to the mouth of the Mississippi River, a
region that has lost over 1,800 square miles of land to coastal erosion (ScienceDaily, 2017). As Lipsman
concludes, “If an individual or a community is resistant to the idea of climate change for economic or
social reasons, climate advocates will not be able to effectively communicate with these individuals
about climate change simply by presenting more data [...]. By better understanding the processes of
climate change denial, climate advocates will be better equipped to have an effective dialogue with
individuals and communities that are skeptical of these ideas” (ScienceDaily, 2017).
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to the accumulation and sedimentation of relations/configurations that accrue over
time as a result of repeated uptakes and become part of shared, cultural memory (66).
These dimensions of uptake clearly interact: “the more normalized the uptake affor-
dance, the more instantaneous and “natural” the moment of uptake capture; the more
powerful the uptake artifact, the more habitual the uptake enactment, and the more
deeply sedimented the uptake residues” (66). This interaction is particularly acute
within genre chains, as we discussed earlier. Dryer concludes that “we must attend to
the multifaceted ways uptake unfolds so we can investigate each dimension empiri-
cally and study public participation in ways that do justice to its complexity” (66).
As we will show in the following case study of petitioning, examining these dimen-
sions of genre uptake can help provide insight into the complex relations and pro-
cesses involved in how accumulated scientific knowledge about climate change can
be turned into public action.

8.4 Taking up a Public Genre: Petitioning for Climate Change

Following our previous examination of the complex uptake performances that take
place in-between and around genres, in this section we will focus on the uptake
of a particular public genre, the petition, and the performances that take place in-
between and around the act of petitioning. Drawing on Dryer’s multiple concepts of
uptake, this section will examine the various relational forces that shape uptakes of
petitions, specifically climate change petitions. Dryer notes the significance of study-
ing genre uptake in the public sphere and the role of Rhetorical Genre Studies (RGS)
in enacting social change:

These studies are of more than theoretical interest: an enormous amount of public and public-
sector writing on these topics will take place in the next decades as sea-level rise forces us to
triage our coastal cities’ built resources. RGS must help shape the texts that invite citizens to
contribute meaningful writing and ensure that citizens’ writing is taken up in the most produc-
tive ways. (2016, 64)

By looking outside the academy and beyond traditional academic genres, particularly
at public genres that work to mobilize diverse publics and to motivate and bring about
change, we can learn much about the relationship between rhetorical action and social
change. The public petition, in particular, is a genre whose exigency is social change.
It functions rhetorically to respond and to motivate response — in the US context,
“to petition the government for a redress of grievances” (constitutionus.com). Peti-
tions, by mediating between citizens and authorities, operate in the middle spaces,
and as an intermediary genres of sorts, can help (re)direct, manage, and intervene
in available uptakes. We noted previously the competing forces at play in uptakes,
and petitions function as an in-between space where uptakes might be brokered and
redirected. If uptake offers a vision of genre as relational — a vision of genre in inter-
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play with other genres or a vision of genre as movement — then the genre of the peti-
tion, as a tool of mobilization, can provide insight into the material, social, affective,
and agentive factors that shape uptakes of petitions and that limit and enable social
action. Importantly, petitions can also draw attention to mobilizations and actions
that may not yet appear as such — mobilizations in process. By revealing such mobili-
zations in process, uptake can help climate change activists use petitions more effec-
tively to lay groundwork for social action.

The following case study, then, will examine the “uptake profiles” of petitions —
or “the social motives, relations, values, and assumptions embodied within a genre
that frame how, why and when to act” (Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010, 77), with the goal of
continuing to take up the central theme of this edited volume - the “activistic” focus
on how genres can influence social change. We will begin with a brief description
of the genre of the petition and its historical evolution before moving on to examine
more contemporary petitions, including climate change petitions. In addition, we
will explore the relationship between “uptake affordances” of petitions — or the
“opportunities or constraints...that precede and shape” encounters with and uptakes
of petitions (Dryer, 2016, 65) — and “uptake capture” or the affective, cognitive and
embodied factors that shape the uptake of petitions (65), specifically petitions related
to environmental activism and climate change. Finally, we will examine how partici-
pating in climate change petitions might both limit and enable “uptake enactments”
or the act of producing a response to climate change.

8.5 Petitions, Uptake Affordances, and Uptake Captures

Historically, petitions have afforded opportunities for citizens to appeal to established
authorities and to have a voice in civic matters. Public petitions, since long before the
Enlightenment, have been rhetorical sites of political participation, playing a signifi-
cant role in revolutionary rebellions against taxes and the Whiskey Rebellion (both of
which came about due to a lack of response to the glut of petitions) and in reforms due
to temperance petitioning, antislavery and antiremoval campaigns, or the suffrage
movement. Historical studies of the petition have examined the impact of petition-
ing on the maintenance of social order in Roman Egypt (Kelly, 2011), on origins of
democratic culture in early-modern England (Zaret, 2000), and on political participa-
tion in early colonial America (Bailey, 1979; Maier, 1991). Other studies have focused
specifically on women’s activism and the role of petitioning in 19™-century Native
American anti-removal and antislavery movements (Portnoy, 2005; Zaeske, 2003); on
transnational activism and the role of citizen-petitions in the North American Free
Trade Agreement (Graubart, 2008); or on the role of petitions in the decentralization
of Chinese authoritarianism (Chen, 2016). Lex Heerma van Voss (2001) has argued
that “petitions are social history...showing the evolving ways in which individuals
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and social movements used petitions” (3), and he further reflects on the “global phe-
nomenon” of those in the past who used their right to petition,

[...] from Egyptian building workers in pharaonic times to illiterate Ecuador Indians in 1899;
from anti-Catholic English women in 1642 to French workers asking for the repeal of the livret
ouvrier in 1847; from Italian peasants complaining about noble banditry in 1605, to Brazilian
slaves vindicating their rights against their owner in 1823; from western European early modern
guild members to German Democratic Republic workers demanding improvement of economic
efficiency, or voicing consumer demands. (1-2)

The studies featured in van Voss’ edited collection further demonstrate this global
phenomenon of petitioning, with studies of petition movements in early modern
central Europe, early modern Italy, 18"-century France, colonial Andhra, and early
20™-century Republic of Byelorussia and nationalist China, among others.

Despite a number of wide-ranging historical and sociological studies of petitions
as a force for social action, there have been relatively few studies of the petition from
a rhetorical or RGS perspective, with the exception of Zaeske’s analysis of how the
language of women’s antislavery petitions reflects their shifting political identities;
Thieme’s related study (2006) of uptake and genre in the Canadian suffrage debate
(which focuses on a number of other social movement genres that move beyond
petitions); and Reiff’s study (2016) of the material factors (cultural, economic, geo-
graphic, technological) affecting the rhetorical action of the petition. Nonetheless,
the genre of the petition fits squarely into what Devitt, in this volume, describes as
a genre that “operate[s] not just as social action but also for social action” (add page
#), which makes it a meaningful genre for exploring the interaction of rhetorical and
social action. Through its conventions, the petition affords citizens a pathway to inter-
vening in public matters and functions as a tool for coordinating civic actions. While
the petition’s textual features have shifted and changed across time, the genre’s con-
ventions include the following salient features or sequence of rhetorical “moves”?:

1) an opening address to an authority;
2) an expression of the grievance;

3) arecommendation for action;

4) a list of signatories.

The list of signatories, in particular, is an affordance that precedes and shapes the
uptake and “fosters new networks by virtue of the process of gathering signatures”
(Carpenter, 2003, 1). These conventions, then, work to facilitate uptake as petitions
make possible opportunities for the disempowered to mobilize support, make their

5 John Swales (1990) modeled an approach to genre analysis that begins with identifying a genre’s
typical moves. Our identification of the petition’s typical moves lends itself to a Swalesian move anal-
ysis.
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opinions known to those in power, and mediate between critique — bringing forward
a grievance — and change, or the redress of the injustice.

Uptake affordances of petitions, historically, have been shaped by what Dryer
(2016) calls “uptake capture” — the dispositional, affective, and embodied influ-
ences on uptake — or what he describes as the “cognitive or affective consequences
of uptakes” (65). The embodied experiences of petitioners and their affective conse-
quences can be seen most readily in early petitions, where petitioning bodies engaged
(rather strategically) in rhetorical action under specific physical and spatial condi-
tions. For example, in pre-revolutionary England, in order for citizens to have their
petitions taken up and acted upon by authorities, they were physically presented to
rulers, often thrust into their hands. This physical presentation of petitions, chroni-
cled by David Zaret (2000), began as early as the reign of Edward III (1312-1377) when
“petitioners sought him out when he was hunting in the royal forests or fighting on
the border” (85). With the popularization of petitioning and “incessant demands from
rich and poor petitioners,” this trend continued, extending from James I (1556-1625),
who was stalked in the back stairways of the palace or while on hunts in the royal
forest by those presenting petitions, to his successor Charles I (1600-1649), who often
sent two ushers ahead of the king to prevent petitioners from thrusting petitions into
the king’s hands (85). Later, petitioners in the 17" and 18™ century would march their
petitions to Parliament or walk their petitions to the county court for collection, and
19%-century female anti-slavery petitioners canvassed, went door to door, gathered
signatures, and talked to women face to face in sewing circles and literary societ-
ies — affective, interpersonal encounters that had “lingering effects” (Dryer, 2016, 65).
An historical account of the circulation of local petitions in the antebellum public
further demonstrates these embodied, dispositional and affective influences on and
of uptake:

These were your neighbors who sought you out in your home or field or forest, behind your
counter, at your desk, with your team - in a time more innocent than ours, before such can-
vassing was commonplace and at a time when a petition meant something....The woman who
approached you with her petition in hand, at Wednesday night prayer meeting, or in your barber-
shop or at your door, would probably be somebody you knew, or somebody who knew somebody
you knew. (Miller, 1995, 305)

Earlier we referred to Freadman’s definition of uptake as “the bidirectional relation
that holds between” genres, and the embodied interactions of petitioners, who knew
and had relationships with petitioners, act as a kind of interpersonal capture — a
building of and “holding” of relations that make certain uptake selections possible
or that make genres, in this case the petition, matter. These uptake captures are, in
an important way, preludes to actions, cultivating dispositions for later actions. For
example, in 19® century anti-slavery petition movements, signing a petition might
encourage and coordinate further civic actions or “correspondence networks,” such
as women joining a female antislavery society, attending antislavery fairs or conven-
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tions, or making a donation to support the cause. Uptake capture, then, can create
additional uptake affordances or conditions around petitions that invite additional
uptakes. In the case of climate change, where public discourse (and skepticism) is
powerfully shaped by economic, cultural, political, cognitive, sociological, and
ideological influences, the uptake captures made possible through petitioning can
become an important counterforce that lays the groundwork (affordances) for a dif-
ferent relation to and taking up of the climate change debate. At the same time, it is
interesting to consider how these uptake affordances — the conditions and invitations
that facilitate an uptake — and uptake captures, or interpersonal relationships that
shape uptakes and consequences, can become constraints as we move to more con-
temporary petitions, such as climate change petitions. Mailed petitions or electronic
petitions are more distanced by time and space and more “disembodied,” with more
of a reliance on discursive and rhetorical strategies to promote mutuality and con-
nectedness to shape uptakes. The actions that were coordinated by, for example, cor-
respondence networks of women in the 19" century are later coordinated by a network
of genres that operate as an integrated rhetorical and epistemic site, as seen by the
following mailed petition to “Save our Environment” (See Figure 1). This petition from
the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) was sent during the George W. Bush
presidency, and depicts the genre network of petitions containing 1) a letter from
the president of the organization and a high-profile person (organizations, such as
NRDC, often include “personal messages” from more high-profile figures like Robert
F. Kennedy and Robert Redford); 2) a fact sheet or action plan; 3) a petition written on
the reader’s behalf and addressed to the reader’s congressional representatives or to
other appropriate audiences; and 4) perhaps most significantly, a contribution card,
which is often attached to the petition. These intergeneric texts of the petition work
together to try to “turn accumulated knowledge into action” (Alliance of World Scien-
tists) as they assemble fact sheets on climate change addressed to citizens alongside
petition cards addressed to political leaders.

The uptake affordances — or “opportunities and constraints in the conventions
that precede and shape the encounter” (Dryer, 2016, 65) — can easily be detected
in the NRDC petition. The letter from a high-profile figure, Robert Redford — what
Bawarshi (2016) has labeled an “uptake sponsor” (56) — does the work of opinion
formation previously developed through face-to-face discussion and canvassing. In
place of the more personalized human interaction, more contemporary print petitions
include written letters and fact sheets, like the ones depicted in Figure 1, or personal
testimonials that make emotional appeals, such as the appeal from Robert Redford,
who decries the gutting of the Clean Air Act, deregulations favoring polluting indus-
tries, and the opening of national forests to drilling, logging, and mining: “These
blatant special interest handouts are a radical departure from the values of environ-
mental protection that most Americans hold dear.” Without the embodied or rela-
tional transactions of face to face canvassing, print petitions must strategically create
their own uptake captures or “lingering effects” that motivate action and response
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Petition Sample

Recyisdprper

Re

ROBERT REDFORD

Dear Fellow Environmentalist,

Too many Americans are unaware that the Bush
Administration is now waging a sweeping attack on our
environmental laws and natural heritage.

With the media focused on Traq and other issues, it

has been difficult to get coverage of cynical new policies
that will enrich giant corporations even as they increase
pollution and destroy some of our most treasured wildlands.

The Administration recently created a massive new

loophole in the Clean Air Act that will allow 17,000 of
the nation’s worst polluters to spew more toxic chemicals
into our air and harm the health of millions of Americans.

t has proposed new rules that will open all 155 of
our national forests to logging, drilling and mining by
eliminating the fundamental rule that protects wildlife
and by scaling back environmental reviews.

And it has intervened to block a vitally needed
program that would stem the flow of raw sewage into
America’s oceans, rivers and other waterways.

These blatant, special interest handouts are a radical
departure from the values of environmental protection
‘that most Americans hold dear.

Even worse, key committees in the Senate are now
chaired by stalwart allies of polluting industries who
are flat out hostile to our environmental laws

That means we cannot count on the Senate to act as
a brake on the President’s plans to speed up energy develop-
ment in Greater vellowstone . . . to allow open-pit
mining in the Florida Everglades . and to accelerate
devastating clearcutting in our Alaskan rainforest.

The vast majority of Americans are opposed to such
corporate raids on our natural heritage, but they will
come to pass if we don’t unite right now to prevent them.

hat_{ th
Presi nd Congr i i
The President’s campaign to dismantle our environ-
(over, please)

mental laws could be derailed if millions of
Americans would speak out in opposition. After all, a quick
look at last fall’s closest Senate races shows that those
candidates who won -- both Democrat and Republican --
promoted themselves as guardians of the environment.
‘s ti mise.

Do your part by signing the enclosed Petitions to
President bueh and your U.S. Senators. Tell them you are
watching and will not tolerate attacks on our environment.

Then, please take a moment to read the enclosed
letter from John Adams, NRDC's President. After you do,
he £ Memb the

Resources Defense Council.

I‘ve been on NRDC’s Board of Trustees for 28 years.
T can assure you that, with a staff of 250 top- flighe
environmental professionals and the backing of ove:
550,000 Members, NEDC is a powerhouse organization that
can take on the White House and win.

Over the past two years, NRDC has blown the histle
this Administration

ndotming our environmental laus. Tte hatd work has paid

off in story after story about the shortsighted attacks

on our natural heritage.

Again and again, NRDC’'s lawyers have stopped the
Bush Administration in its tracks by going to federal
conrt and winning last-minute reprieves for some of

Americans in preparation for the Administration’s next
onslaught against our environment.

They need and deserve your support.

Remember, the White House can continue this sweeping
attack on our environment only if Americans remain
silent. Let me know you’'ll join with us in protesting
and stopping it.

sincerely,

(FRONT OF LETTER)

(BACK OF LETTER)
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NRDC

e Eaars s Derense

Please Sign the Enclosed Petitions to the President and Senate!

With the nanon s ttenon diverted by teroriam und possible war with Iraq, the Bush
1as beer to dismantle our

and sell off our nnmnl herlhqe.

But the worst may be yet to come. Emboldened by November's election, the White House
s now preparing a new onslaught of rules that will make it far easier for corporations to pollute
our air and water, cut down our national forests, and plunder our last wild places. And a new
Senate controlled by champions of Big il and other polluters is not inclined to stop him.

It's time 1o remind our President and Senators that America did NOT vote for an attack
on the environment! Please add your voice to a million others who are demanding our rights
to a healthy environment and an unspolled natural heritage.

Dear Friend,

he Bush Administration is moving quietly but aggressively to roll
HoK 30 AL OF St eamarial progLeas.

re you to take chis atteck serlonsly . . becawse [t strikes at
the hoars of ot netion: o ost populor e setective aws.

mobilizing one million Americans to send the President
a message loud and clear: i1
terrorisn or your election su as a pretext to
Gestroy our envitomment

ericans did not go to the polls and vote for more pollution, more
Logaing, and more deiiling of wild places. In fact, Senators on both sides
of the aisle won close races by promising to protect the environment.

Now we must make then keep their word! The second enclosed
Petition calls on your Senators to defend our envizonment against
Bush Administration attacks.

Please make your voice hea BEFORE the Bush Adminis-
tration cancels your en\uronmental 3% ionts. T urge vou to sake the
following two steps right away:

seuatE: we 11 de)lver Comiosof your sTamed pecitions L along with
one millio to the White House and to both of your Semators.

They need to haar that eh
for any further destruction of

e American people will hold them accountable
our environment.

SECOND:

T R T S TR s i T P T Y
House attacks on our environment, mobilize nationwide opposition, and
take swift action in the courts to stop these destructive corporate
raids on our natural heritage.

hen you contribute, you'll be joining over 550,000 other concerned
americans who are Members of NADC. With 2 staff of 230 attorneys,
nd 1

effective et ion sraum.

And T urge you to take this attack personally because it
poses an immediate threat to your health and natural heritage.

imat's more we can no longer count on a proenviromental Senate to
rein in the Présidenc:s most SGetriCtive BoLiCie: Key committecs in
The new Sonate are ded by 1ifelons foes Of envirenmental proteceion.

As a result, Ehe Wil Fousc fa expeoting Hiikle opposiision o=
it gives energy companies the right to
and other pnaune wildlands . . . gives puJJutArs the right

in your air and wate gives timber
f=—rrrarae .

The President must think that the war on terrorism and his recent
success at the polls give him license to cancel your environmental rights.

You see, President is
et omeide olu:cxy against his

not counting or one thin
destructive policies

That's why the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) is

(over, please)
NATURAL RESOURCES DEFENSE COUNCIL £0West 20n Street, New Yore, NY 10011 + swiwvdevdolaces org

ourve probably hesrd about some of our recent success stori
nobilized » million citizens eround the world am
fron industrializing the Gray Whele's lest unspoiled bresding ground
‘the ralnforest home Of the rare, White Spirit
Bedr from 10§aing - - + and last year we helped block Bush Adminis-
tration plane for oil drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.

Now, with America’s environment under full-scale attack, we need
your help to arm the public with the about the latest
onslaught, even as we fight to halt it in the courts:

FACT: The Bush Administration has just punched a gaping hole
in the Clean Air Act that will aliow 17,000 of the nation's
worst polluters to spew xic chemicals into our air.

1 retineries and other polluters will save millions. You and 1
b respiratory problems, more premature desths.
ucban’ swog, and Gaze b ationsl psrks. WRDC is taking the

Mministealion to federal court to defend the air you breat

FACT: The Bush Adsinistsation is rushing hesdlong
to open up some of our last wild plac Gre

(next page, please)

(LETTER -- PAGE 1)

(LETTER - PAGE 2)

Petition Sample

Yellowstone, Utah's Redrock Canyons, and many
others - to devastating enorgy development.
is a dream come true for giant energy companies that can't
wail to plunder irreplaceable wildlands -- bringing with them a blight
of pipelines, roads, and rigs. Last year, NRDC in a court
order blocking oil exploration right next to world-famous Arches
National Park. Now, we in court defending other natural

treasures against White House plans for oil development.

FACT: The Bush Administration gave the U.S. Navy approval
to deploy a dangerous new system across 75% of the
worid's oceans, blasting ocean habisat With noiso o intense
it can maim, deafen, and even kill whales and dolphins.

But before the system could be deployed, NRDC won a dramatic court
yictory that temporarily blocks operstion of this deadly technology.
Now we must prepare for trial and win a Dermanent ban for the sake
of uhale populations around the worldt

FACT: The Bush Administration wants the power to put every
national forest on the chopping block for logging, mining
and drilling without having to assess the harm to wildlife

The timber industry can’t wait to log our national forests. As you
read this, the Aaministravion ia preparing to lewnch {0 huge timbar

ales in Alaska’'s Tongass -—- the world’s largest remaining temperate

ainforest. We'11 go <o coure on your behalf o defond America:s Forcsts

FACT: The Bush Administration has approved permits to let
mining companies dynamite 5,000 acres of the Florida
Everglades and bulldoze them into open-pit rock mines!

priceless piece of hmerice's Greatest sub-tropical wilderness
will b biasted to emithereens, thes plusdered For Limestone rock chat
Cin be-curned inte roads and parking lots. Eventually, the rock mining
Will open up & 30-square mils Nole in the hart of our beloved Bverglades.
NRDC has alrcady filed suit to block this disastrous project!

FACT: The White House has intervened to block a key
program that would stem the flow of raw sewage into
America’s oceans and waterways.

Vithout these vitsl ssfegusrds, ye will all continue to suffer from
beach closures and face an incre:

this end other blatent attangts to cancel your right
We will go to court as necessary to uphold the Clean Water

s barely begin to convey the staggering scope
of the Bush Administration’s anti-environmental assault. NRDC has
documented on the essential safeguards
at protect your family and your natural herit:

These six example:

If carried out, these corporate-sponsored raids could turn back
(over, please)

the clock on environmental protection by decades. That's why we are
EXguting 40AEN R ALY b5 Axe
thwart them in the courtr

se these assaults in the media and

urge you to stand up for your own environmental future
by signing the enciossa PETIFIONS aud by lending your
support to NRDC. There is still time to protest and STOP
his ateack on sur envirommant -- but ealy if

your immediate help.

we have

Your Membership contribution will enable NRDC to:

T THE MEDIA ANI to the dangers at hand. Our
carefully Socumented reports have sensrated hundreds of mews stories
about the Bush Administration’s secretive assault on
That’s why Salon on-line magazine says that NRDC "has become a thorn
in the White House's side.

in protest against the Bush
Administration’s anti-environmental agenda. The Pre s counting
onthe American peopls ang the 0.5, Semate vo remain sitent. Bur un
are using the Internet, direct mail, and media ads to build a massive,
nationwide outcry that our leaders will be unable to igno:

TAKE_COURTROOM ACTION to stop the Bush Administration in its
tracks when it attacks our air, water, forests, and wildlands. NRDC'S
environmental attorneys -- regarded by friend and foe alike as the
best in America —- must be fully prepared to return to court
and_again as new raids are launched on our natural heritage.

We can win this fight for America‘s environment IE we can get our
message out to enough Americans in time. It’s crucial that you make
your voice heard and your support felt right away.

Please oign the enclossd FETITIONS TO PRSIDENT SUSH and the U.S.
SENATE - and &0 it Daw, bafore the Bush Adminiscration can succeed
inite pro palintar sgmndes

And please join NRDC
afford it. That’s less than §1 a
possible defense of our environment.

ith a gift of $10
Hoath to mount. the most. offective

Makie 1o mistahe: vhls eweeplug ettsck on ome suvlgmeental
safeguards is an atta you n_your n your natural
Reritage. please 46 not But'this letter aside. Take one minate now
to do your part. We may not get a second chance.

sincerely,

tin. Bclams

John H. Adams
President

JHA: ¢

(LETTER -- PAGE 3)

(LETTER - PAGE 4)

Fig. 1: National Resources Defense Council (NRDC) Petition.
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through the presentation of shocking facts (fact sheets describing the “dynamit[ing
of] 5,000 acres of the Florida Everglades” or “the flow of raw sewage into America’s
oceans and waterways”) and personal pleas by the president of the NRDC (“I urge you
to stand up for your own environmental future by signing the enclosed petitions and
by lending your support to NRDC”).

If uptake is the “contextualized, strategic performance of genres in moments of
interaction” (Bawarshi, 2016, 45), then the shift from a small coalition of canvassers
to large NPOs like the NRDC entails a shift in the tactical dimensions of the symbolic
interchange as the sequence of uptakes becomes further removed. For example, the
NRDC delivers this emotional plea to the President on behalf of citizens, with a space
left for the petitioner to sign: “I am appalled that your administration has escalated
its attacks on the environment.... I call on you to uphold 30 years of bi-partisan, envi-
ronmental progress by enforcing our environmental laws and preserving our natural
heritage” - a simulated uptake capture that can then become internalized as one’s
own position. The NRDC petition demands an active uptake in its action plan, and the
role of agency here is interesting since citizens are asked to take action to “save our
environment” by signing the petition and making a contribution so that the sponsor-
ing organization can then take action by “alerting the media, mobilizing Americans,
or taking courtroom action” (Fact Sheet). But what is the range of transformation per-
mitted by this genre’s “uptake profile” if the actions are taken on behalf of citizens
by a mediating organization, thus delimiting the relationship between agency and
action? Unlike early petitioners’ presentation of their petitions, often in person, in
contemporary petitions organizations express a grievance on the petitioner’s behalf,
while the petitioner’s role consists of signing the petition and checking the contri-
bution card that will enable the organization to coordinate social actions. While the
petition might serve to inform recipients of anti-environmental policies and might
mobilize support for the NRDC and for environmental causes in general, the direct
interaction between citizens and authorities (particularly authorities with the power
to affect climate change legislation) is mediated. This mediation reduces one of the
rhetorical and social advantages petitions afford in redirecting climate change action.
At the same time, as we see next, such mediation can make possible other uptake
captures that can powerfully impact the climate change debate.

This mediation of uptakes — and mediation between citizens’ petitions and
authorities’ responses — becomes even more pronounced as we consider how climate
change petitions operate on a global scale. Hari M. Osofsky (2007) examines a petition
filed in 2005 against the US government by US and Canadian Inuit citizens claiming
that US climate change policy violates their rights as a culture that thrives on “land,
ice, and snow” (697). The petition was filed with the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights and taken up by Sheila Watt-Cloutier, Chair of the Inuit Circumpolar
Conference, in her statement before a UN conference on climate change. Osofsky
notes what we would recognize as the unique “uptake affordances” of this “intersec-
tional” petition: “It reframes a problem, typically treated as an environmental one
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through a human rights lens and moves beyond the confines of US law to a supra-
national forum” (676). In so doing, the petition works to shape “uptake capture” — to
maximize the affective consequences of uptakes — by aligning global climate change
with human rights and the rights of indigenous peoples. By bringing together climate
change and human rights, the petition draws into play the various relational forces
that shape uptakes. The petition also works to facilitate the conditions of uptake by
mediating between the Inuit petitioners, the US government, and the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights.

The uptake affordances of “intersectional,” global petitions and the relational
forces that shape uptakes have also been affected by technology and digital media,
as the next section will explore. The rise in online petitions has the potential to facili-
tate circulation of petitions across cultural and geographical boundaries. While such
mediation reduces the possibility for direct interaction between citizens and authori-
ties, it potentially increases the possibility for intervening in or brokering uptakes and
intervening in the climate debate.

8.6 The Uptake Affordances and Constraints of Online Petitions

As we trace the historical evolution of the genre of the public petitions and the migra-
tion of petitions to online spaces, it is easy to see the potential affordances of online
petitions, which have the ability to reach multiple, dispersed audiences and to mobi-
lize broader networks of support across divides of institution, location and language.
Media studies scholar danah boyd (2010) explains how the affordances of networked
publics shape interactions and uptakes by making “one-to-many and many-to-many
interactions far easier” (54) and by enabling people “to connect to one another across
great distances” and “over extended periods” (53). The affordances of online peti-
tions, then, are their ability to reach multiple, dispersed audiences and to mobilize
broader networks of support across divides of institution, location and language.

At the time of this writing, there were multiple climate change petitions circulating
online, with petitions sponsored by organizations ranging from the NRDC (“Demand
the President Trump Restore America’s Leadership on Climate Change”), to corporate
entities, such as Ben and Jerry’s (“If it’s melted, it’s ruined!”). Multiple climate peti-
tions were also created on various sites such as Care2Petitions or thepetitionsite.com
(“Don’t Drill Off Our Coasts” and “Defend Starving Polar Bears”), Change.org (“Tell
Trump to #ActonClimate”), and MoveOn.org (“We the People of the US sign on to the
Paris Agreement”), some of which are sponsored by high-profile individuals, such
as Bianca Jagger and Human Rights Foundation’s sponsorship of “An Urgent Call to
World Leaders to Prevent Catastrophic Climate Change” (Moveon.org). Stephen Hale
(2010) also points to global organizations like Avaaz — meaning “voice” in several
European, Middle Eastern, and Asian languages — noting that this online interna-
tional campaign “has grown at incredible speed” and demonstrates promise as a
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global movement seeking to break “the impasse between government, business, and
individuals” (263).

To illustrate the affordances of online petitions — such as scalability — as noted
by boyd above, the Avaaz petition (“Mega Climate Petition for 100% Clean World”)
includes links to email, Facebook, and Twitter and boasts over 3.5 million signatures
worldwide. Moveon.org’s “We the People of the US sign on to the Paris Agreement” —
to be delivered to the US House and Senate and President Donald Trump — currently
has 557,064 signatures. But while networked publics enable a greater scalability, this
greater scalability can also be a constraint as questions of authenticity and credibility
areraised. An article on “Authenticating Electronic Petitions” in Canada’s online legal
magazine, Slaw, further defines these constraints by posing the following questions:
“But are the online petitions too easy because people can sign without much chal-
lenge, or because one can automate the signing and eliminate the people altogether?
In other words, are they more likely to contain fraudulent signatures, phony names?”
(Gregory, 2015, para. 6). A new system of e-petitioning used by the city government
of Wellington, Australia, raises additional issues of the affordances and constraints
of online petitions. While affording greater citizen engagement (the second most
popular topic of petitions focused on environmental issues), the e-petition system
raised questions about how representative of the electorate the e-petition users were
or “the danger of the e-petition system being hijacked by a small group of political
activists” (Toland, 2011, 22). The next section will take up this issue of how online
petitions may call into question issues of authenticity (of both those initiating and
signing the petition) and other ethical issues.

8.7 Uptake Residues and Online Petition Hoaxes

Dryer defines “uptake residues” as the intergeneric memories and habitual responses
that maintain institutions and interactions (2016, 66). These routinized responses
that shape our encounters with and uptakes of genre can be both enabling and lim-
iting. Bawarshi (2016) has examined the way that uptakes, informed by rhetorical
memory, can pre-condition or over-determine encounters with genres. Drawing on
what, by now, is a fairly sedimented understanding of our first amendment right to
petition “to seek redress of grievance,” these routinized uptakes of the petition genre
have been used to perpetuate misinformation about climate change and to appeal to
skeptics under the guise of an appeal to authorities by concerned citizens. The peti-
tion “30,000 Scientists Reject Anthropogenic Climate Change” has been in circulation
since 1998 and was shaped in response to the then Kyoto Protocol. The petition was
sponsored by a group calling itself the “Oregon Institute of Science and Medicine,”
led by a climate change skeptic named Arthur Robinson. Robinson is a biochemist,
conservative activist and four-time Republican congressional candidate in Oregon
who believes human-driven climate change is a myth. The petition claims that limits
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on greenhouse gases would have harmful effects and that increases in atmospheric
carbon dioxide would have beneficial effects (see Figure 2).

www.petitionproject.org/index.ohp

Apple iCloud BingMaps Google Maps Wunderground LJWorld.com  Sociat Newsv Accountsv Forumsv Sportsv Reiffad Powweb v  Politics v Real Estate

Global Warming Petition Project +

Global Warming Petition Project

31,487 American scientists have signed this petition,
including 9,029 with PhDs

Petition

‘We urge the United States government to reject the global warming agreement that was written in Kyoto, Japan
in December, 1997, and any other similar proposals. The proposed limits on greenhouse gases would harm the
environment, hinder the advance of science and technology, and damage the health and welfare of mankind.

There is no convincing scientific evidence that human release of carbon dioxide, methane, or other greenhouse
gases is causing or will, in the fo| future, cause phic heating of the Earth’s atmosphere and
disruption of the Earth’s climate. Moreover, there is substantial scientific evidence that increases in atmospheric
carbon dioxide produce many beneficial effects upon the natural plant and animal environments of the Earth.

o 2//
7 i e
i é";-'/ 7 Ll 5K Please send more petition cards for me to distribute.
Please sign here 2

DLV (] e
My academic degreeis BS.00 M.S.0O Ph.D.J in the field of [ // 7J0s

For information about this project, click on the appropriate box below.

e ; Letter From List of Signers List of Signers
g : Frederick Seitz By State By Name
Researc

Purpose of How Petition is Instructions for Qualifications Frequently Asked

Petition Circulated Signing Petition of Signers Questions

Fig. 2: Hoax Climate Change Petition: http://www.petitionproject.org/index.php.

As of this writing, the sponsoring group claims that the petition has been signed by
31,487 American scientists, although this has never been verified and the veracity
of the petition and its signers has been challenged by Politifact.com’s “Punditfact,”
which rated the claim “Pants on Fire” (Greenberg, 2017) and has been debunked by
Snopes.com, which rated the petition claims “Mostly False” (Kasprak, 2016), noting
that several non-scientists have signed the petition, several names cannot be verified,
and several names are of scientists in fields other than climate science. Using accom-
panying documents, such as a paper printed in the same typeface and format as the
official Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, the petition was also made
to look official, thus further drawing on uptake residues that reminded readers of
credible scientific correspondences. The petition was so misleading that the National
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Academy of Science issued the following clarifying statement: “The petition project
was a deliberate attempt to mislead scientists and to rally them in an attempt to under-
mine support for the Kyoto Protocol. The petition was not based on a review of the
science of global climate change, nor were its signers experts in the field of climate
science” (as cited in Monbiot, 2006). While the petition seems to reflect a normal-
ized uptake and a habitual response by signatories (similar to the rhetorical force of
the “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity: A Second Notice,” which also includes
signatories from the scientific community), the uptake residues of the petition, in this
case, are used to undercut and destabilize scientific evidence. As McCright, Dunlap
and Xiao (2013) note, “an organized climate change denial movement has mobilized”
over the past two decades, and it is able to challenge the scientific consensus and
gains its strength, in part, “by amplifying the views of contrarian scientists and gen-
erating petitions asserting the lack of consensus” (512; see also Smart & Falconer, this
volume).

While one constraint of petitioning, then, is credibility, especially of online peti-
tions, another constraint is the potential for the petition to reach authorities and to
be read and acted upon. boyd notes that “an increase in people’s ability to contrib-
ute to publics does not necessarily result in the ability to achieve an audience” — or
to achieve a response to the petitions. The rhetorical exigency of the petition — of
seeking redress from the government regarding grievances — is challenged by what a
Northwestern University Law Review article refers to as “downsizing the right to peti-
tion,” which points out that while we have a constitutional right to petition, there
is “not an assurance that communications will receive any particular reception or
achieve any particular result” (Lawson & Seidman, 1999, 2). Richard Hough (2012),
in his study of the petition systems of the Australian House of Representatives, the
Canadian House of Commons, the German Bundestag, the Scottish Parliament, the
UK House of Commons, and the National Assembly for Wales, characterizes the lack
of response to petitions as “a parliamentary black hole” (480), although he notes
that the ability of petitions to affect policy change varies from legislature to legisla-
ture. With the move toward governmental systems of e-petitioning, the challenge in
receiving a response is even greater. For example, the UK House of Commons insti-
tuted a threshold number of signatures required for a government response to citizen
petitions, with a “100,000-signature threshold making an e-petition eligible for a
Commons debate” (BBC, 2012). This is the same threshold that was established for the
White House petition site “We the People” established by the Obama administration
(https://petitions.whitehouse.gov/); however, “the White House has not responded to
a petition since Trump took office” (Rosenberg, 2018). Given these affordances and
constraints of online petitioning and questions about their efficacy, how can peti-
tions be taken up as tools of mobilization by citizens, and how can they be taken up
by authorities who act on and respond to the petition? The uptake enactment of peti-
tions, or response to uptake affordances, will be examined in the next section. We will
also examine how, even though petitions might no longer have the rhetorical force
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they once had, they can still be used to direct the climate change debate in ways that
might not be in the form of direct action. That is, while we might not see the uptake
artifact and enactment of petitions, we can still see affordances and captures and
maybe even residues that are actions in the making.

8.8 Petitions and Uptake Enactments

This section will focus on uptake enactments of climate change petitions — how they
are taken up as tools of mobilization by citizen petitioners and how they are taken
up by authorities who act on the petition — and the ways in which public petitions
are affected by digital networks that influence the circulation of petitions and their
intervention in civic actions. When comparing historical cases of petitioning rooted
in the material and physical gathering of petitioners (such as petitions circulated
in 19" century women’s sewing circles or prerevolutionary petitions hand delivered
to the king) to more contemporary online petitions (such as emailed petitions from
an online advocacy group like MoveOn.org), there’s an obvious shift in the tactical
dimensions of the interchange as the sequence of uptakes becomes further removed
and increasingly mediated, and there are constraints or limits to political efficacy in
digital sites. With online petitions, issues are mobilized across routes of production,
circulation, and reception but stop short of execution of action and social change,
which is where criticisms of online petitions — as a form of “slactivism” — come in.
Howard Rheingold has argued that electronic petitions give people “the illusion that
they’re participating in some meaningful political action” (cited in Regan, 2002, n.p.)
as they quickly sign a petition but then fail to take further action. Just a brief search
of online petitions will yield multiple articles with titles such as “Do Online Petitions
ever Accomplish Anything?” or “Does Change.org really change anything?” In an
ABC Australia article titled “Online Petitions: Do They Have Any Effect?” a university
political science lecturer, Dr. Ian Cook, notes, “Just getting a whole bunch of people’s
signatures and addresses won't in itself have any effect, you have got to add to it in
terms of adding some political pressure” (as cited in Wynne, 2016).

A case in point is a recent Move.on petition to sign onto the Paris climate agree-
ment (see Figure 3), which reached over a half million signatures from across the US
(and from Canada). The petition notes that it is “To be delivered to The United States
House of Representatives, The United States Senate, and President Donald Trump,”
and MoveOn.org notes that they will deliver signatures for approved petitions by
email to governors, Congress, and state legislators. “However,” they say, “we strongly
recommend that you deliver your petition in person to have the maximum impact and
ensure that it is seen by your target.” Because the online affordances help mobilize
knowledge and mobilize support but don’t seem to extend to social action, Move.on
recommends actions that facilitate uptake enactments, primarily strategies of uptake
capture or producing consequences through embodied or affective uptakes. At the end
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of the process of organizing an online petition, Move.on suggests that to deliver the
online petition, you should download it and organize a face to face meeting: “There’s
often no substitute for sitting down and having a conversation with the person you’re
trying to persuade with your petition. By organizing a meeting, you can present your
concerns in greater detail and engage in a back-and-forth discussion about possible
solutions. And you’ll be 100% sure that they saw the petition!”

< petitions.moveon.org/sign/we-the-people-sign-onto
MoveOn Petitions - We, the peaple of the United States, sign on to the Paris Agreement +

CAMPAIGN TIPS

Mo vean. ORG ﬁ STARTA E :‘;ruwlr\f:u . ABOUT

PETITIONS " FETITION DONATE

siGu Twis PETITION We, the people of the United States,
sign on to the Paris Agreement

United States. ; To bedelivered to i Houseof ives, The United States Senat resident Donald
Trump

We, the undersigned people of the United States of
America, commit to mitigating climate change and
sign onto the Paris climate change agreement.

State*

PETITION BACKGROUND
SIGN THE PETITION This petition is an expression to one another and to the world that we, the people
of the United States, support the Paris Agreement and remain committed to

mitigating climate change.

4

CURRENT PETITION SIGNERS

Fig. 3: Moveon.org Petition: https://petitions.moveon.org/sign/we-the-people-sign-
onto.

Actions that further facilitate uptake enactments — and that shape the dispositional,
affective and cognitive consequences of uptake capture — consist of “birddogging
your target” or approaching your target at a public event or fundraiser (which bears a
striking resemblance to the previously described embodied techniques of petitioners
in pre-revolutionary England who physically presented their petitions); “simple drop
off” of petitions; or “organizing a news conference or rally (which also has historical
precedence of organized marches or rallies to present thousands of print petitions).
In addition, Moveon.org notes the role of “uptake artifacts” or another genre or text
produced in response to other texts. Their site includes “meta-genres” (Giltrow, 2002)
or genres that provide guidance in how to produce and negotiate genres and genre
uptakes of petitions — that is, tactics for engaging petition signers or for mediating
uptakes. These “uptake artifacts” include 1) an email to petition signers to keep them
updated on the campaign; 2) a phone call to decision makers; 3) letters to the editor;
and 4) flyering events (handing out flyers to invite people to join your petition cam-
paign). The uptake enactment or response to a petition, then, seems to depend on the
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uptakes happening in-between and around the genre. These moments of interaction
don’t just mobilize petitions but also create affordances for uptake capture, for “lin-
gering effects” that may lead to uptake enactment. Such proto and interstitial actions
can play an occluded but powerful role in directing (and redirecting) climate change
action.

8.9 Uptake Enactments: Mobilizing Uptakes, Localizing Uptakes

How, then, might climate change petitions work to mobilize action on climate change?
Political scientist Daniel Carpenter has argued that the rhetorical force of petitions
lies not in the response from authorities — the redress of grievances — but in their net-
working potential, noting that the list of signatories is “a rich political resource” and
that in addition to identifying individuals sympathetic to its declaration, the petition
and list of signatories “locate individuals in a social structure” (2003, 1). As Carpenter
and others have argued, it is worth considering whether the most important readers
of a petition are not its recipients but its signatories. The most important function of
a petition may not be that it reaches its designated audience but that, in the process,
it helps to build discursive networks of affiliation and exchange among political orga-
nizers — that it plays a role in coordinating uptakes and coordinating actions that lead
to uptake enactments.

The creator of thePetitionsite.com, Randy Paynter, would agree, and in response
to charges that online petitions are a form of slactivism, he argues that “Internet peti-
tions are effectively a ‘gateway drug’ to more civic engagement” (2010, n.p.). Signing
a public petition is a public announcement of citizens’ support for a cause, “so simple
actions that demonstrate that we care about, say the environment, lead to future
actions to support the environment (through donations, voting, purchases, discus-
sions with friends, etc.).” Paynter describes the myriad and multi-directional uptakes
of petitions: “Sometimes petitions are major factors in a big decision, sometimes
they’re the triggers that alert international media to hot stories, sometimes they
simply raise general awareness of an issue, act as catalysts for fundraising, or compel
other power brokers to get involved” (2010, n.p.). Climate change petitions, then,
might act as the “gateway drug” to more transformative action on climate change.
As part of this mobilization process, participants in local publics, such as academics,
might also play a role in mobilizing action on issues like climate change that affect
a larger public. While academics might not consider themselves “power brokers” by
any means, Audrey Williams June (2017), in an article in The Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation, weighs in on the political efficacy (or uptake enactment) of petitions, noting
that while petition use has become more prevalent among faculty who “have sounded
off on issues like climate change, academic freedom, and the rights of transgender
people.... It’s not clear whether petitions signed by academics have more heft than
others or if they have much of an effect at all. Recent efforts suggest that those that
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apply directly to academe seem to be more successful than those that opine on things
far from campus” (n.p.). The article goes on to examine petitions that received a sizable
number of signatures and their outcomes (or uptake enactments), and it’s clear that
more localized efforts — for example, to change the name of Yale University’s Calhoun
College (named after an advocate of slavery) or to reinstate two faculty members who
had been fired from Mount St. Mary’s University — were more successful in producing
a response than more dispersed, national efforts (for example, a petition to intervene
and stop Jeff Sessions from being confirmed as Attorney General).

The importance of localized efforts also seems to be driving recent climate change
activism and petition drives, with a series of petitions by Moveon.org to “Urge your
Governor to Support the Paris Climate Agreement” (See Figure 4). The main petition
site notes that, in response to Trump pulling out of the Paris Climate Agreement,
“governors from California, New York, and Washington launched the US Climate Alli-
ance, a coalition committed to the carbon reduction efforts called for under the Paris
Agreement. So far, 14 states and Puerto Rico have joined the US Climate Alliance.
Now, MoveOn members across the country are petitioning their states to join them.”
Individuals are asked to click on the map to join a petition drive in their state, with
the petition gathering signatures of residents of the state and sending the petition
to the state governor, thus making the uptake less dispersed and less distant and
perhaps strengthening the possibility of uptake enactment and mobilizing a response
to climate change.
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Move
Urge your governor to support the Paris Climate

Agreement

In June 2016, Donald Trump announced that he will recklessly pull the United States out of the Paris
Climate Agreement, which has been signed by 195 countries in an effort to stop catastrophic climate
change

In response, govemors from California, New York, and Washington launched the U.S. Climate Alliance, a

coalition committed to the carbon lled for under the Pari

So far, 14 states and Puerto Rico have joined the U.S. Climate Alliance. Now, MoveOn members
across the country are petitioning their states to join them.

Find a petition to your governor the map below. Or start y by clicking here.

] State of Resistance: Urge your govemor to #ActOnClimate #...

ALABAMA

o Ask Gov. Kay Ivey and the Alabama Legislature: Publicly declare Alabama's support of the Paris
climate accord

Fig. 4: Moveon.org: https://front.moveon.org/urge-your-governor-to-support-the-
paris-climate-agreement/#WlvssktG1E5.
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8.10 Conclusion

Recognizing the urgency to act — and noting that “humanity is not taking the urgent
steps needed to safeguard our imperiled biosphere” (Ripple et al., 2017, 1026) — the
authors and signatories of the Second Notice warning to humanity indicate how this
urgency might translate to action:

As most political leaders respond to pressure, scientists, media influencers, and lay citizens
must insist that their governments take immediate action as a moral imperative to current and
future generations of human and other life. With a groundswell of organized grassroots efforts,
dogged opposition can be overcome and political leaders compelled to do the right thing. (Ripple
etal., 2017, 1026)

The authors describe the role citizens must play in motivating their governments to
take action through grassroots efforts, efforts that petitions and other genres can
help to mobilize. But as our chapter’s analysis has hopefully illustrated, the mobi-
lization of scientific knowledge into action requires not just genre work but uptake
work. It requires paying attention to the pathways drawn and relations held between
genres that make movements and translations of knowledge across genres possible.
By focusing on the seams that hold between genres, we can both better understand
what makes certain uptake selections (and not others) possible and more effectively
intervene in, broker, and sponsor these uptake selections.

Historically, petitions have been uniquely positioned to generate and mobilize a
groundswell of grassroots efforts, yet our examination of petitions (and their uptakes)
as complex sites of transaction also draws attention to the mobilizations and actions
that may happen along the pathway to uptake and social action — what we described
as mobilizations in process. That is, petitions can help us trace what Deleuze and
Guattari (1987) call “directions in motion” (21) as the act of petitioning, signing peti-
tions, and distributing them can intervene in, direct, and re-direct uptakes. As we
hope our chapter has demonstrated, recognizing the complex uptakes surround-
ing petitioning reveals how genres can be used to intervene in and redirect climate
change action.

As Devitt (this volume) argues, “genres work for social action rather than only as
social actions when people act through them deliberately, consciously, and toward
desired ends. Genres always already are social actions ... But critical awareness of
those social actions can transform everyday social actions that get things done in
the world into powerful actions with social and political purpose, actions meant to
alter the world in meaningful and even structural ways” (add page #). As we seek to
understand how public genres, like petitions, act in the world — and to understand
how public petitions might lead to greater awareness and action on climate change —
it is helpful then to examine not only uptake enactment (the result of genre action)
but also the social, affective, and material interactions that happen around and in
between genres and that limit or enable genre action. A better understanding of the
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complexity of uptakes — and their complex scene of agency — can help us understand
that taking up the affordances of a petition by circulating or signing a petition on
climate change is not enough and is just a step — or one uptake pathway — in facilitat-
ing action through uptake artifacts (follow-up emails, phone calls to leaders, letters
to the editor, flyering events) or uptake capture (organizing face to face delivery, bird-
dogging the target of the petition, organizing a rally or march to present a petition).
We might also consider how localized or place-based uptakes might be more effective
in bringing about change in climate debates and action, as we consider a vision of
genre as [social] movement — “interrelationships drawing together configurations of
conventions into (perceived) recurrence in particular places and times” (Dryer, 2016,
61). If a petition is a tool of mobilization, then it can mobilize climate change action in
multiple and different directions, from raising awareness of issues, to helping organi-
zations fundraise, to drawing media attention, to drawing the attention of the author-
ities it seeks to persuade. Understanding these multiple uptake pathways and uptake
enactments can help us construct uptake-enactment strategies that can “turn accu-
mulated knowledge into action” and can lead to genres for social action and change.
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