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Editorial

The supposed “end of history” long ago revealed itself to be much more an end to

certainties. More than ever, we are not only faced with the question of “Generation

X”. Beyond this kind of popular figures, academia is also challenged tomake a con-

tribution to a sophisticated analysis of the time.The series X-TEXTS takes on this

task, and provides a forum for thinking with and against time.The essays gathered

together here decipher our presentmoment, resisting simplifying formulas andor-

acles. They combine sensitive observations with incisive analysis, presenting both

in a conveniently, readable form.

 

David Fopp (PhD in philosophy and education) is a climate justice activist and re-

searches theories of sustainability and societal transformation at the Centre Marc

Bloch in Berlin. He researched and taught at the universities of Berlin, Basel, Paris

(École Normale Supérieure), and Stockholm (child and youth studies, and drama

education).

Isabelle Axelsson is a youth climate justice activist and studied human geography

at the University of Stockholm, Sweden.

Loukina Tille is a youth climate justice activist and studies political science at the

University of Zurich, Switzerland.
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Timeline

2018

20th of August, Monday

GretaThunberg sits down alone between the two halves of the Swedish parlia-

ment building and begins to strike

7th of September, Saturday

At the Rålambshov park, the young strikers announce the founding of #Fri-

daysForFuture

8th of September, Sunday

Elections inSweden.Itwill bemonthsbefore the left-wing/greencoalitiongov-

ernment is confirmed

13th of September, Friday

First Friday strike under the name #FridaysForFuture

October

TheUN special report “IPCC SR1.5” is published, explaining the difference be-

tween 1.5 and 2 degrees of global warming

31st of October, Wednesday

Founding weekend of Extinction Rebellion in London

17th of November, Saturday

The first big blockade of Stockholm by Extinction Rebellion
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10 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

30th of November, Friday

Roughly 10 000 pupils go on strike in Australia, partly in response to Prime

MinisterMorrison’s remarks about climate activists. Belgian strikes onThurs-

days increase in size

9th of December, Sunday

Thefirst internationally coordinatedactionbyFFFandXRtakesplace: “Climate

Alarm”

12th of December, Wednesday

Greta makes a speech at the COP24 climate summit of the UN in Katowice,

Poland

21st of December, Friday

As a reaction to discussions of a carbon tax in parliament, the first largescale

strike takes place in Switzerland

2019

18th of January, Friday

The first big strike in Berlin

25th of January, Friday

World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland. “Our house is on fire”

12th of February, Tuesday

IPBES biodiversity report by the UN is published, with alarming statistics

15th of February, Friday

Great Britain and France strike on a grand scale for the first time

13th of March, Wednesday

FFF strike at the EU offices in Strasbourg

15th of March, Friday

The first global strike with around 1.6 million participants
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Timeline 11

15th of April, Monday

The blockade of central London by Extinction Rebellion begins

In Stockholm, XR blocks the parliament bridge

Greta speaks at the British parliament after visits to Rome and Brussels

29th of April, Monday

TheUK declares a climate emergency

24th of May, Friday (the weekend of the EU elections)

The second global strike

4th-9th of August

The big European FFFmeeting SmileForFuture in Lausanne, Switzerland

20th to 27th of September

The Global Week For Future with global strikes together with trade unions

and NGOs. Around 8 million young people and adults take part in the strike

marches

23rd of September, Tuesday

Gretamakes her “Howdare you” speech at theUN climate summit inNewYork

7th of October, Monday

Extinction Rebellion blocks the city centres of London, New York, Paris, and

Berlin

29th of November and 6th of December

Fourth global strike, in Stockholm in the suburb of Rinkeby

InMadrid, 500 000 people gather around Fridays for Future

2nd-13th of December

COP25 meeting in Madrid

2020

21st-24th of January

World Economic Forum
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12 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

4th of March

Statement by Scientists for Future on the new EU climate law

16th and 17th of July

Young people from FFF – supported by leading scientists – write a letter to

the EUwith demands; and 20 activists from the Global South address the G20

states

April to August

The climate justice movement moves online due to the Corona pandemic and

listens to the #BlackLivesMatter demonstrations

20th to 21st of August

Two years have passed since the first day of the strikes and the activists re-

turn – wearing masks – to Mynttorget. Young people present demands enti-

tled #FaceTheClimateEmergency

25th of September

Global Day of Climate Action

2021

25th of March, Friday

Global strike, #PeopleNotProfit

24th of September, Friday

Global strike, #UprootTheSystem, part 1

22nd of October, Friday

Global strike, #UprootTheSystem, part 2

31st of October-13th of November

COP26meeting in Glasgow
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Timeline 13

2022

25th of March, Friday

Global strike, #PeopleNotProfit

1st-3rd of June

Stockholm+50: UN environment conference, 50 years after the first conference

when Olof Palme called for a law against ecocide

9th of September, Friday

Strike in Stockholmbefore the elections, exactly four years since the beginning

of the strikes

11th of September

Elections in Sweden

23rd of September, Friday

Global strike, #PeopleNotProfit

2023

14th of January, Friday

Strike in Lützerath, Germany

3rd of March, Friday

Global strike, #TomorrowIsTooLate

9th of June, Friday

Last school day formany activists in Stockholm, after five years of school strike

for climate
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Introduction

Children are sitting on the ground in front of their national parliaments

or town halls. In Stockholm. Bern. Kathmandu. New York. Kabul. Manaus.

Berlin.They are striking for the climate and for their future, in city squares and

online. And they are calling attention to a democratic mistake: the rainforests

are burning and being cut down.The banks are investing in the fossil industry.

Across the world, democracies need to be transformed, and a new way of

living together globally needs to be found – and they, as children, have no

say in this, even though it affects their lives the most. So now they are sitting

there, refusing to accept this any longer.

How should we react to this? I ask myself this question in August 2018,

when I leave the rooms where I teach at Stockholm University and go for the

first time to meet GretaThunberg and her fellow strikers, who are sitting out-

side the parliament. When I meet them on one of the first days of the strike,

I know a lot about the climate crisis, but in fact, it becomes clear in the next

weeks that I know astonishingly little. I understand the crisis, but still not re-

ally. And so I decide early on, when Fridays For Future is just being formed,

that I will come back every Friday for the seven hours that the young people

spend striking at the edge of Stockholm’s Old Town. I don’t want to play along

anymore: this strike is an emergency brake, interrupting work and university

life. Therefore, I follow their call for non-cooperation with the “fossil society”;

at least for one day every week.

These encounters with the regulars at the school strikes in Mynttor-

get – the square close to the parliament – will change all our lives. Very soon,

we’ll be meeting the most important climate researchers in the world. I’ll be

getting to know the children’s way of thinking and seeing grief and despair,

but also great empathy and excitement about the growing global network

which is a constant work in progress, and which will go on to make history as

#FridaysForFuture/Climate Strike (FFF).Mynttorget in Stockholmwill become
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16 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

the hub of the global movement. And gradually I will try to help bring together

a worldwide movement in the world of adults, beyond FFF. Mynttorget is

where we will cofound Scientists For Future, and from there we will organise

theWeek For Future, with 8 million participants.

One task is central throughout these weeks.We need to develop and carry

out a plan to make the world sustainable, fair and democratic within around

ten years.We shouldn’t simply be patting the youngpeople of FFF on the shoul-

der.Asa society,wemust react towhat theywantandgive themasecure future.

And in that sense, their story is also ours. It is the story of our shared future.

This story has two sides. On the one hand, it is a sad story. Probably the

saddest story imaginable. It is the story of hundreds of species which are be-

ing eradicated, forests that are being razed and burnt, hundreds of thousands

of people who are fleeing drought and floods (Wallace-Wells 2019). And above

all, it is the story of children and young people everywhere in the world get-

ting information from socialmedia andworrying every day, dreading conflicts

over water and food, a kind of panic which never quite disappears. What will

it look like for us, they ask themselves, when we’re as grown up as those two-

legged creatures who belong to the same species as us – the ones who are in

charge? In a world that is two, three or four degrees warmer, with the danger

of irreversible tipping points and feedback loops in the climate system (Lenton

2019), life will be hell formany people, especially those in the regions known as

theGlobal South.This is also the story of establishedNGOsworking in parallel,

which have triedmany things and still not managed to change policy. And it is

the story of politicians and highly specialised scientists who know all this but

who barely do anything because they seem to be in a state of paralysis.

But that is not thewhole story. If we lookmore closely, awindowopens to a

positivemission,maybe thebiggest challengewecanpicture. It has just begun,

or rather, it began in an unbearably warmweek in August 2018.That is when a

few children and teenagers from various suburbs of Stockholm decided to join

Greta – the teenager they had read about in the news; the child armed with a

sign reading “School Strike for the Climate”, between the huge stone blocks of

the Swedish parliament, on strike. At that moment, a story starts which only

develops slowly at first, with very little happening for weeks and months, but

then, led by the Swedish “gang of rebels”, grows to become one of the biggest

ever international youthmovements for the environment. Sixmonths later, on

the 15th ofMarch, 1.6million children leave their classrooms in protest against

the world of adults.Then in September, eight million young people and adults
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Introduction 17

come together across continents and to some extent across generations to go

on strike together.

It’s like something froma storybook, as one of the regular Stockholm strik-

ers says. Not the widespread narrative about a single child fighting alone, but

the story of different groups to which the young people belong. A story which

has not yet been told; one which is also about friendships, about solutions to

political and activist challenges, which brings together young people from all

corners of the world. And it may be the story of a group of young people, but it

is also about their attempt to wake up the adults, to work together with them,

and to make their task clear to them, not least the scientists who have gradu-

ally joined together in the huge network of Scientists For Future. It is the story

which we now have to tackle together and which we have to translate into re-

ality in the next fifteen years across the world: the story of a global democratic

transformation in all areas of life, in which we all help to create a life worth liv-

ing with enough resources for all and without going beyond the limits of the

planet: global heating, loss of biodiversity, pollution and acidification of the

oceans.

But it is also a story with a long, complicated backstory, including the in-

digenous peoples who have long been fighting for their way of life and for the

protection of nature, despite constant repression from governments and fi-

nancial interests. In particular, it is also the story of emancipatory grassroots

movements, the fight against colonialism, protests by the women’s movement

over the last century, and the struggle of workers and BIPOC communities

(Black, Indigenous andPeople ofColor),whowant justice and the protection of

human rights for everyone. Without these civil disobedience movements and

the fight for human rights and for a democratic approach to one another (as

well as to nature and its value), this adventure would not now be conceivable.

This backstory is explicitly part of the young people’s frame of reference when

they decide to sit down and go on strike.

It is important to understand this story. Now a new chapter can begin:

that of the adults coming together across the world, beyond Fridays For Fu-

ture.There have been suggestions as to how this chapter of organised protest

by adults might look – with the “Week For Future” and the COPmeeting of the

UN inMadrid, which are discussed in this book.There, young people have be-

gun to connect with grassroots groups to become a unified global movement.

But the politics have not changed, and nor have the rules, the thinking and

the economic orientation which plague and threaten nature and humanity.

Despite the Paris Agreement, the UN says that the promises made by govern-
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ments, with their NDCs (national plans to reduce emissions), will still lead to

almost three degrees of global heating – even if these promises are kept,which

is hardly likely (Chestney 2021). And there it is again, the sad story. An earth

which is three degrees warmer will be unbearable for hundreds of millions of

people (and billions of animals); ultimately it will be unbearable for themajor-

ity (Xu et al. 2020). And that world will become reality within the lifetimes of

the main characters in this story, if we do not immediately enact “far-reach-

ing and unprecedented changes in all aspects of society” (IPCC report, 8th of

October 2018). Diffuse fears about this future world shape children’s lives like

nothing else.We can resolve those fears if we treat the crisis as a crisis.We hu-

mans can look ahead and plan with the help of science and the imagination.

Andwhen those twowork together well, there is probably no stronger force on

this planet.

On the making of this book – its structure and the people
who worked on it, science and politics

The narrative form used in the first part of this book is hopefully more fitting

than a purely factual text when it comes to explaining the facts and problems

faced so far by the young people and us scientists, and those which now define

our task.

Between the first strike day and the first global uprising of the 15th of

March,with 1.6million children, therewere 26 Fridays inMynttorget in Stock-

holm, a complex social fabric was woven and became the basis for the global

network. This is where arguments with politicians take place, and where the

most famous scientists gather. More and more cameras appear, along with

people from the media. This is where placards are painted and comments by

politicians are discussed. This is the place to which the young people return

after their travels to the WEF in Davos and the COP in Poland, full of their

adventures. And this is where friendships are forged and trust is built: a core

group emerges, one that wants to change the world. Altogether, there will

be more than 250 Fridays in the small square at the edge of Stockholm’s old

town, but also via the internet and the phone; five years with the most active

young people and scientists across theworld,who soon join, in Swiss towns, in

Uganda, Australia, Brazil and Canada. Thousands of decisions must be made

at this site of democratic experiment: what should themovement be like in the

first place and how can a global network be knitted together? Which aims are
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the most important? What is the role of science? And above all: when might

the strike end? When would the world be a place where young people could

feel comfortable and safe?

This narrative insight into the history of the climatemovements (as well as

the sister movement Extinction Rebellion) is told frommy subjective perspec-

tive as a lecturer at StockholmUniversitywho grewup in Sweden and Switzer-

land and knows both cultures. In that sense, this is a book about the role of

science and education in relation to political activism. The focus is not on a

single discipline such as environmental science or climate science, but on the

attempt to approach that subject together with other university subjects: phi-

losophy, political science, economics, psychology, and education, for example.

During thesemonths, I also try to incorporatemy experiences inMynttor-

get into my teaching at the university as senior lecturer in drama education

and youth studies. I use the young people’s speeches in my seminars on social

and ecological sustainability, education and democracy, and together with the

students I try to use role play and other researchmethods drawn from the arts

in order to understand what is scientific, and what is true. For instance, I ask

them to write plays about the legal cases brought by children across the world

against their own governments, because they are doing too little to prevent the

climate crisis.

What exactly is the role of the university in this shared history? In terms

of method, this book might be seen as a kind of auto-ethnographic study, re-

flecting on the development of the new movements for climate justice and on

university life. In the spirit of post-qualitative research, the central insight is

thatwe as scientists are also entangled in problematic power relations and that

we have to expose them and respond to them actively, rather than pretending

to be neutral (Leavy 2009). Instead of making the young people the object of a

traditional empirical sociological investigation, my approach starts by trying

to work together with them to ask how society could be changed and a global

sustainable democracy created.

This story is then followedbya collective viewof thepast and future, reflect-

ingmany conversationswith Loukina Tille and Isabelle Axelsson, fromSweden

and Switzerland, two of the young activists at the centre of the global climate

movement. What is the movement about, and what are its demands? What

does “climate justice”mean,andwhat about “Listen to the science?”Andfinally:

what role do all of us have, and what is our task?

From the beginning, reflections onwhat had happened at high speed were

an important part of themovement.The Sweden-Switzerland axis was crucial
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in that context, and so were the ideas and initiatives of Loukina Tille and Is-

abelle Axelsson.When they begin to strike, they are still school pupilswho have

suddenly left their classrooms. Now they are studying politics and human ge-

ography at university in Zürich and Stockholm. Loukina Tille, from Lausanne,

helped build the climate movement in Switzerland. Already very early on, she

was in contact with Isabelle and the other Stockholm activists, and she regu-

larly led global meetings of all strikers, organised the first international meet-

ing of four hundred young people at the University of Lausanne, and was one

of the organisers of the global strikes. At around the same time, Isabelle Ax-

elsson joined the Stockholm strike. Together with Loukina, she planned and

carried out trips to the European Parliament in Strasbourg, built up the global

organisation with her peers, and met with Loukina at the conferences in Lau-

sanne and at the World Economic Forum in Davos. Without these two, and

their interest in exchange with science and with scientists globally, the move-

ment would look different.

Towards an ecophilosophy of democracy

This book also offers an introduction to ecophilosophy and a unified science of

democracy in times of interdependent sustainability crises.This is the case not

only in the narrower sense of a philosophy of climate ethics, but as an attempt

to explore andpresent interrelated ideas about ourplace innature,and the cre-

ation of a convivial, just world. It includes questions ofmoral and political phi-

losophy, highlighting that the idea of justice should always be complemented

by the notion of being humane, making relations and structures of domina-

tion visible and opening a world where everyone can experience the dignity of

us all; thereby repairing and creating a common fabric of integrity which links

us to nature as vulnerable creatures – and gives us a unique common task to

create a world in which we can live together as equal and free democratic an-

imals (see appendix for such a political program and a new framework for a

convivial, global democracy).

This leads to the enterprise of a new science of sustainable democracy, in-

tegrating insights frommany sciences, from neuropsychology to political sci-

ence, exploring the substance of democracy and how this relates to its formal

aspects: focusing on the idea ofmeeting on an equal footing beyond structures

and relations of domination (gender, class, ethnicity etc.).
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What if we could explore all of this – even in a creative way (arts and drama

education) – at every school and university, in every village and town? The fi-

nal chapters sketch the idea of such a prototype centre as a possible core of all

educational institutions. Trying to understand the movements as well as uni-

versity life, the book explores what a sustainable, democratic approach to the

world could be – and what it would mean to create the social (political, eco-

nomic, cultural) spaces needed to connect with each other and the environ-

ment, to produce enough resources in a regenerative way for all to live a life in

dignity.

The chapters follow the chronology of the movements, but also give an in-

troduction to the basics of earth sciences (first chapters), economics (chapter

on Davos), justice, global ethics and politics (chapter on corona and Madrid),

sociology (chapter on Glasgow), democracy (chapter on the “many fights, one

heart”), and especially education and philosophy (chapter on education).

On this journey, one main question is: what is this endeavour of science,

and scientific research and education which leads us into and maybe leads us

out of the crises? What does this exploration of humans as embodied, social,

imaginative beings living in problematic power relations mean for curricula,

teachingmethods, research ethics, and for the institutional reframing of these

topics, leading to a new picture of scientific endeavour as a regenerative and

transformative exploration?

The intergenerational challenge and the idea of a united,
global movement

Fridays for Future was founded by Greta together with Mina, Edit, Eira, Tin-

dra andMorrigan on the 7th of September, 2018. It is a movement initiated by

young people, and that has consequences. As Roger Hart’s Unicef text (1992) so

wisely delineates, there is a whole “staircase” of possibilities for intergenera-

tional cooperation: from projects initiated and carried out only by young peo-

ple, to projects initiated by adults and organised for children. #FFF is a “youth-

led”movement, initiated and led by young people. Young people have the right

to organise themselves. Adults can help – if they are asked; or if they organise

themselves as “parents”, “artists”, “scientists”, and so on.

So adults have the task of giving young people confidence that they be-

lieve in them and in their ideas, and that they believe them capable of act-

ing independently. A universal power imbalance between children and adults
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comes into play here, according to the Swedish theatre director Suzanne Os-

ten (2009), who shaped the culture of her country. The “grown-ups” have the

responsibility to make sure that the younger ones are doing well.The well-be-

ing of the younger ones has priority. The older ones can listen and help. But

above all – according to the fundamental idea of this book – they must con-

tinue working on the “hand” of the united climate movements, which is made

up of “fingers” such as Fridays for Future, Extinction Rebellion, the NGOs and

so on. Patting the young people on the shoulder is clearly not sufficient.

The question is then: what if we joined together as “People for Future” in

a global, democratic, united movement or network that anyone can simply

join (see the appendix of this book) – respecting and celebrating the existing

movements and their history and identity? Amovement which stops the Ama-

zon rainforest from being cut down and the German coal power plants from

running, which prevents the Swiss banks from financing the fossil industry

and which comes together worldwide to build a sustainable, fair society,

a movement which takes care of everyone’s needs and ends the injustices

of colonial history – with regenerative forestry and agriculture founded on

plant-based products, a fossil-free public transport system, a global network

of renewable energy and a really democratic economy that helps everyone

flourish and stays within the limits of the planet; this is roughly the image of

the future towards which Scientists for Future are working. And strengthen-

ing a sustainable democracy beyond the nation-state, being fair to the Global

South and eliminating power relations of domination based on gender, class,

and ethnicity. If we look closely, this is the movement that has emerged in the

last five years.

The task

“Are you happy with how things are going?” asks a reporter from the Finan-

cial Times in March 2019, when a million children are on strike. “We are happy

when we see the young people who are standing by our side everywhere and

doing the same as us. Not going along with it anymore.That makes us happy,”

say the young people. “But nothing has happened yet,” they add. “Nothing has

changed. Emissions are rising across the world.” Even in the wealthiest coun-

tries, such as Switzerland, Germany and Sweden, emissions are hardly going

down. Sweden has a green Deputy PrimeMinister when the young people be-

gin their strike.They strike in front of these parliaments because governments
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do not, in this sense, take the science seriously. If Sweden adhered to the Paris

Agreement, which almost all states across the world signed in 2015, its par-

liament would have to pass laws reducing emissions every year by more than

twelvepercent,say scientists at theUniversityofUppsala (Andersonet al 2020).

The young people are on strike because with their talk of “climate neutrality”

and “net zero emissions in 2050”, governments are precisely not keeping to the

Paris Agreement.They are on strike because they understand that the popula-

tions of all countries would have to rise up and join together in solidarity, if a

dignified life is to be made possible for all people on this planet.

Wewereactually all united – or rather,ourgovernmentswereunited – when

it came to complying with the Paris Agreement. This obliges us to do every-

thing to limit the rise in temperatures to well under two and if possible under

1.5 degrees.The IPCC-SR1.5 report,whichwas accepted by all UN states, shows

that we will already miss this target in three or four years if we continue as we

are: that we have an absurdly tiny amount of CO2 emissions left (2020: around

350 Gt). And the Gap Report by the UN shows that the established and con-

tractually planned fossil infrastructure (coal, oil, gas) will cause around double

the permitted emissions in the next ten years (UNEP Production GAP report

2019).We are on theway to amuchwarmerworld, already in the lifetime of the

children who are currently going out into the streets, with up to three billion

people fleeing from regions which have become uninhabitable and too hot (Xu

et al. 2020), and with large proportions of the glaciers melting, so that water

supplies across the world are under threat. That is why Scientists for Future

say: We need systemic change, and all of us must take action – and take to the

streets.

This book outlines how that could work. Thanks are due to Jana Eriksson,

who tookmany of the photographs included here andwho is herself part of the

Stockholm climate movements.

The parts of the book which describe the first two years were written in

2020 (with the corresponding scientific data) as part of the German book

Gemeinsam für die Zukunft (Fopp et al. 2021); the chapters about the last three

years were written in Summer 2023. All activists, no matter their age, are

mentioned by their first name, also as a measure of safety; the only exceptions

are those who are internationally known.

There are many things to which this book is unable to do justice – with its

Stockholmian, European, privileged, and restricted perspective. In that sense,

this European history of Fridays for Future and Scientists for Future is not a

work of journalistic research, and it should and will be told by manymore dif-
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ferent voices (see Nakate 2021). However, hopefully, this story can inspire to

action and to some extent explore and explain what is important to this group

of young people and scientists, and what that could mean for all of us.

Many people are concerned about the state of our world but don’t know

how to engage.What can each one of us do? Following themovements, we can

also see the history of bottom-up initiatives which grow with the help of the

grassroots movements, which are open for everyone, individuals and organi-

sations. Together, they can be seen as a united program to change our world:

including the Doughnut Economy Lab, the Fossil Fuel Treaty, the Faculty for a

Future, Earth4All, bioregions, etc. But still, the central idea is that we need to

come together as a humane, global grassroots movement.
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It is mid-July 2018. An ordinary day in the summer holidays. Loukina is out

walking near Lausanne, stealing a few cherries and thinking about the next

school year,whichwill beher last.Next summershewill go touniversity,maybe

inZurich. Images of forest fires have been flashingup in the news. It is unbear-

ably hot. In Sweden, the trees are burning like matches. Children in hundreds

of small villages all over the world hear about it too. How can this go on, they

wonder. And some young people in Zurich are having similar thoughts while

people jump from the highwalls of the footpath to cool off in the Limmat river.

The same goes for their peers in Uganda, Australia, the Philippines, in Brazil,

Mexico, England, the US, Ireland and Scotland, in Italy, Finland, Japan and

Germany, in Ukraine, Bangladesh, in Kenya and Argentina, all of them having

these worries.They are all around seventeen, the same generation. Balder is in

Holland, and he too, has a frown on his face; he will be moving to Stockholm

in the next week, to spend a few months there as an Erasmus student. And

there they are, spread across different parts of the Swedish capital: Tindra, Is-

abelle,Ell,Simon,Mina,Minna,Edit,Eira,Morrigan,Mayson,Melda,Edward,

Astrid, Vega, Ebba and Greta; and so on and so forth. They don’t know each

other yet, any more than the other young people do, but they soon will. Some

have been going to the same school for years, without noticing each other, or

they have passed each other countless times in the metro stations in the city.

They share the same fear and the same fury.The adults are wrecking the envi-

ronment.They are systematically destroying the planet.

In Mynttorget, the square at the edge of Stockholm’s Old Town, it is still

quiet. If you look closely, the two huge flowerpots seem to be slightly tense.

Waiting.Theyarewatchedby theoversizedblocksof stonewhich formthe royal

palace wall, bordering the square.They too are waiting. Something is coming.

And not just a forest fire. They are waiting for the “Fridays” to come and give

them an important role.
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Fridays For Future doesn’t exist yet, but they all exist as individuals

with their worries. They sit in their rooms, looking at pictures of floods and

droughts on their phones, absurd images of forests being cut down and bleak

coal mines. And of politicians not doing anything. They still feel powerless.

What are they supposed to do?They don’t even have the right to vote yet – how

can they change anything on their own?

In the coming autumn, the evenings in Stockholm quickly get shorter,

including in the square in front of the palace. Then the evening light shines

through the windows of the most expensive flats in the country, which are

visible from the square. They have a view of the bay which shapes central

Stockholm. Standing at those windows, the opponents of these teenagers

enjoy the thing that costs so much: the breath-taking experience of nature. It

is here and in similar houses in Sydney,NewYork,Tokyo andFrankfurt thatwe

find the bosses of BP, Exxon, and Shell, but also the financial speculators who

make money from coal, gas and oil, the media moguls, and a few politicians,

too.They own a large proportion of the world’s wealth – in Sweden as in other

countries (Cervenka 2022). They can control where investment goes and what

is produced, and how. Soon the children will gather into a crowd, equal in

number to the power brokers of the “fossil society”. At least one or two of their

own children will be among the demonstrators.

But there is a much bigger actor, one that is far less conspicuous. It is the

rest of the population,who are walking past the children in the square in front

of the palace, a whole variety of fellow citizens.The young people turn to them

from the beginning.Theywant to change the situation by inserting themselves

into the workings of power, using their bodies to jam the mechanism. Often,

when I meet these young people in the next months, I think: they are so brave

to do this every week in spite of their fears, plucking up the courage to go to

Mynttorget every Friday (and to all the other squares across theworld) and stay

there for seven hours, accepting that they might be punished at school. And

my other thought is: we need the older ones, people like you and me. Many

people are still hesitating but are interested; a good number of those have to

join them. Between the teenagers and those who are directly responsible for

this fossil economy, ideologyandpolitics, thereareall the rest ofus.Thisbook is

also about them, and especially about thosewho remember the climate briefly,

frownworriedly, and then don’t knowwhat they aremeant to do and just carry

on as usual. If all of us join the children and strike or take political action, the

course of history might change.
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But we haven’t got that far yet.There is still nothing for us to respond to. It

is still July 2018, and the young people don’t know anything about each other.

One of themhas something planned, though.On this same summer day,while

Loukina eats cherries and Isabelle works in an ice cream kiosk, one of their

peers is sitting on thewooden boards of the veranda in Stockholm,with a piece

of wood in front of her that is supposed to become a placard. It’s clear what it

should say: “School strike for the climate”. The “for” has to fit into the small

space between the other words, which squash it from above and below. It is

symmetrical, clear, and distinct.
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Part One: The Young People’s Rebellion –

From Mynttorget in Stockholm

to the Global Strike
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Chapter 1: Swedish Beginnings

August – October 2018: An idea takes shape

Preparations

The most beautiful room in our institute at Stockholm University juts out of

the façade at a height of five metres, surrounded by three glass walls, looking

out over a small wood. This is where I am supposed to be planning the new

semester, and especially a workshop on the topic of the climate crisis and sus-

tainability. “Do you have any ideas?” I ask a sheep which is standing outside

in the woods, looking at me through the glass. How should we explain the ur-

gency of the climate crisis without the students switching off? So that they, the

future teachers of Sweden,will dare tomake space for empathywith other peo-

ple and for fascination with nature? What do the school children themselves

think about our way of treating nature, globally? Start there; that could work.

Make a quick note. Openingmy computer, I notice a news item online. A child

is sitting alone in front of the parliament, in the centre of the city, less than

twenty minutes away, on strike.

The strike before the strike – the first meeting

When I visitGreta and the other activists for thefirst timeduring their strike in

front of the parliament, Fridays For Future does not yet exist; there is only the

basic idea for a strike. They sit between the two parts of the grandiose parlia-

ment building every day for the last three weeks before the Swedish elections,

not only on Fridays. It is a Tuesday in late August, and it is unbearably hot. I sit

down and ask themwhat they have to say to us all.

After seeing the news item, I asked my university colleagues: “Should we

head over there? We should at least listen.” On the Monday morning before
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that, Greta had picked up her sign, which now read “School strike for the cli-

mate” in big letters, in black and white, and cycled to the parliament, where

she found a place right in the middle of the centre of Swedish political power,

unrolled her mat and then sat down alone on the ground.

Now she sits there and says: “This is a crisis.” A few other youngsters and

two or three adults are sitting a little way away. “A crisis?” “Yes, a crisis.”There

is an A4 sheet of paper in front of them, covered in scientific facts to prove

it – that is, they show what we adults, or some of us, have done to the envi-

ronment over the last fifty years.

It is onlymuch later that I really read that piece of paper from thefirst days.

In front of the parliament in the heat of late summer, I only glance at it. I see a

few familiar and a few entirely unfamiliar numbers and comments.Thewhole

page is covered in fine print. We have to reduce emissions in richer countries

by at least 10–15 percent every year, from today.We humans have eradicated 83

percent of thepopulationof landmammals.Wearenow…The information is so

condensed that it couldmake you dizzy.They are just letters and numbers, but

behind that is the pain caused by humans to other humans and animals. How

can we deal with it? Maybe that is why it takes memonths to look at this piece

of paper properly. It is simply hard to digest. But it is full of the knowledge the

state ought to be disseminating and teaching to pupils at school. Weeks later,

whenwe aremeeting every Friday and a climate scientist joins us from theuni-
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versity, it becomes clear to me how well-read Greta and some of the other ac-

tivists are; but it’s not just that they know the literature, it’s also that they un-

derstand the connections, and above all that they can judge their importance:

what is the central point, what are the greatest risks, what is our role as adults

who are wreaking destruction we could prevent. I am the one who is learning

here. In particular, they are calling attention to calculations of risk: which are

thenumbers thepoliticians areworkingwith less than tenmetres away fromus

in the parliament; and is that really responsible or are they kidding themselves,

ignoring risks such as tipping points, gambling on technologies that don’t ex-

ist, closing their eyes to UN reports? Are they passing the buck to the children’s

generation when it comes to reshaping society?

I discuss themeaning of these facts in the nextmonths withmy colleagues

at the various relevant institutes at the university. They agree with the young

strikers.

But for now, it is enough for them to say that we are in a crisis and that the

adults ought to present it that way too. I have brought kiwi smoothies in plas-

tic cups; I feel ashamed of the plastic rubbish I’ve brought along and after talk-

ing to them for a while, I leave again, utterly confused,moved, and perturbed.

Above all, I think: these young people on strike are not just there as themselves,

they’re alsomaking space for an idea; the idea that no one has to accept theway

the world is behaving. Even if we are small, we can step into the middle of this

machinery, refuse to follow the rules of the adults, and skip school.

Half an eternity later, when a bitterly cold winter has arrived and the gang

of rebels hasbeen striking inMynttorget for twentyFridays, right there in front

of the parliament we will all build a snow elephant, or in fact the left foot of a

snow elephant, and laugh and complain about the journalists who ask their in-

vestigative questions: whether the young people are being controlled from be-

hind the scenes,whether they earnmoneywith their activism,and so on.Greta

and the others will have travelled to Katowice, to Strasbourg and to Davos, and

theywill havemade speecheswhicharebroadcast around theworld.But at that

time, on that August day,we obviously know nothing about that.There are still

just a few children sitting between the stone blocks of political power.

When might they be able to end their strike, I wonder. I definitely have to

come back and hear more from the ones whose future is at stake. And even in

these first days, that’s not just Greta. Because one by one, others have joined

her. Tindra, Mina, Edit, Eira, Morrigan, Melda, Mayson and so on. There are

still not many of them, but they make all the difference. Greta’s idea has taken
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hold.The core group of young people have found each other, and they aremak-

ing plans.

The beginning of Fridays For Future – on a Saturday

And so begins the actual story of Fridays For Future – on a Saturday. That is

when the children’s three-week strike becomes something else, #FFF, a move-

ment.This is because the Swedes are supposed to be electing a newparliament

on the following day, a Sunday – and so, a coalition of climate activist groups

has announced a demonstration. At the edge of the city centre in the notori-

ous Rålambshov Park, there is a small stone amphitheatre.There we all gather,

maybe a thousand people, listening to songs and to speeches about the climate

crisis.
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Suddenly the group of strikers around Greta are announced; they are

starting to be well known after their three weeks of daily striking.Three other

schoolchildren walk with her into the open space. “Hej.” “Hej,” everyone an-

swers. “Please get your phones out,” says Greta. “I will now switch to English

and make an announcement.” A pause. I rummage around for my phone and

press “record”. “Hej, I am Greta Thunberg, and this is Mina, Morrigan, and

Edit.We have school-striked for the climate for the last three weeks. Yesterday

was the last day. But we will go on with the school strike every Friday as from

now,wewill sit outside the Swedish parliament until Sweden is in linewith the

Paris Agreement.Weurge all of you to do the same: sit outside your parliament

or local government wherever you are [...]. Everyone is welcome, everyone is

needed. Please join in.Thank you.”Many people post the video. Some of those

who see it will start to strike. And they are not in the suburbs of Stockholm,

but in Brussels, Zurich, Berlin, Melbourne, and Rio. Meanwhile, Greta goes

home and makes a short film of her own, which remains pinned at the top of

her twitter account for months afterwards. In a small wood, she records her

basic idea: sit down in front of the parliaments, every Friday; the situation is

so urgent that the children have to do something. She ends this appeal with

the hashtag #FridaysForFuture.

28th of August: The French environment minister, Nicolas Hulot, resigns in

protest at EmmanuelMacron’s climate policies.
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Mynttorget

The strikers have invented or created two things, the idea of the strike – and

their life on the square, Mynttorget, as a special place, a kind of democratic

space.This iswhere themovementwill come into being.Thepolice direct them

to the square. They are not to sit directly between the parliament buildings:

Mynttorget is directly in front of the parliament, or just beyond it if you are

coming from the seat of the government, the Rosenbad; it is crammed in be-

tween the royal palace, the Old Town, and the parliament. At the beginning

of September, the strikers are still finding their way. Everything is unfamiliar.

Because it is a school strike, it takes place during school hours, from eight in

the morning till three in the afternoon.What should they do with those seven

hours on the square? If not school, then what? Often, the ten regular Fridays

For Future strikers sit quietly, leaning against the wall in front of the parlia-

ment, enjoying the autumn air.The atmosphere is serious.They are aware that

they are meant to be at school and that they are taking a risk; punishment is a

possibility.A fewfish jumpout of thewater of theMälaren lake; the royal guard

marches past. Now and again, a seagull circles their heads, or even a sea eagle.

Sometimes there is silence for many minutes.Then someone suggests a game

or tells a story. Politicianswalk past and disappear into their parliamentary of-

fices without saying hello. Buses pass by. Sometimes a car stops, leaves them a

crate of bananas, and drives off with a friendly beep of the horn.

A generation rises up

It is a whole generation that is rising up, slowly but surely. It has already been

simmering for a few months. In the USA, the Sunrise Movement is growing

(Holthaus 2020). In a fewmonths, it will persuade the young Democrat repre-

sentative fromNew York, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, to propose a “Green New

Deal”: an ambitious proposal for reaching zero emissions in the energy sec-

tor within ten years, creating green jobs and introducing social security sys-

tems (Klein 2019). The young people in Mynttorget take a curious and critical

view of the idea of the “Green NewDeal”. Is it a serious endeavour to deal with

the climate crisis, or just an attempt to kickstart the economy? Some of the

Sunrise teenagers have forced the American state into a legal case during the

last few months, because it is not facing up to the climate crisis and is risking

the lives of future generations (“Juliana v US”; see https://www.youthvgov.or
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g). In the Netherlands, too, teenagers sue the government for doing too little

in the face of a catastrophic climate crisis. And they win. (On the possibility

of changing the law through cases brought by young people, for a sustainable

future, see Holthaus 2020.) Close to Utrecht, ten-year-old Lilly (@lillyspickup)

goes out walking and becomes famous for her funny video clips, in which she

urges everyone to prevent and pick up plastic litter. Lilly becomes a permanent

“member”of FFFandmeets the youngsters fromSwedenat theEUparliament.

But right now, they still don’t know anything about her, or anything about each

other; they haven’t come to Mynttorget yet.

Still, these young people are standing on strong shoulders. Already for

decades, grassroots movements in the Global South, led particularly by

women and indigenous people, have been breaking a path for them. They

have literally been getting in the way of the oil and coal industry in Ecuador,

Canada, Australia and near Manaus in the rainforest of Brazil (see Margolin

2020).

The invention

What awaits the youngpeople atMynttorget?Most of all, a basic idea.Fromthe

beginning, the group has established what will become the core of the young

climatemovement. It will still be weeks andmonths before I quite understand

this, so familiar am I with the old patterns of activism and political commit-

ment.The young people have invented something new. #FFF is an invention in

the best sense of the word. And it only has a few ingredients: the schoolchil-

dren, the parliament, striking on Fridays, the A4 factsheet, the hashtag #Fri-

daysForFuture; and the sign.That might seem obvious. But it is a very special

combination of ingredients.

FFF as amovement is directed at someone; it addresses those in power: the

protesters sit in front of parliament. They are not blocking petrol stations or

coal power stations, they are not striking at home or in front of their schools,

but in front of power, the powerful. They dare to make a direct approach to

those who have responsibility. Through this, they can focus the full energy of

hundreds of thousands of people, they can become the voice of a generation

which is rising up. WithOccupy, ten years earlier, some of us occupied squares

in general, but not parliaments. The young people establish direct communi-

cation with those responsible. That gives the movement a target, not only in
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spatial terms, as a meeting point for people in cities, but also politically: “The

rules must change,” Greta says early on, in her first speech in Helsinki.

Ingredient number two: they rebel. FFF is a rebellion, because the move-

ment chooses Friday. It is a real strike, not a demonstration. Goodbye to the

giant demonstrations of the 90s and 00s, which often just stopped after a

while. School attendance is a legal requirement, and by breaking that require-

ment, the young people demonstrate the urgency of their cause and prove

their determination, refusing to cooperate with a system that makes their

own future impossible. That too is new (or at least rare – during the Ameri-

can civil rights movement, young people used similar conflict strategies; see

Chenoweth/Stephan 2012): a collective act of civil disobedience by children.

But the school strike is a nonviolent rebellion, and anyone can join. People can

also start by themselves; usually, no one can demonstrate on their own.

The third ingredient: Greta always places her A4 sheet of facts next to her

on the ground. The children are not proposing a political manifesto in which

they only argue for one stance or for specific measures, but are instead point-

ing out the science, the overwhelming climate research, the IPCC reports, and

the goals to which all the states in the Paris Agreement have committed them-

selves.That is not negotiable.This means that a radical compass is available to

everyone – one which the global community has already agreed on. Further-

more, FFF becomes hugely educational: the young strikers reach hundreds of

thousandsofpeople, spreadingknowledgeabout thekey facts,not only regard-

ing the mechanisms behind global heating, but also more broadly about our

relationshipwith livingnature andabout global justice.They canuse their fact-

sheet to show that they are on strike against an education system that doesn’t

take itself seriously. That all contrasts with earlier political movements which

quickly becamemired in policy disputes.

Fourthly: there is the strike sign, always easily visible.That means that the

young people are not only addressing the people in power in front of the par-

liament, but are also turning in the other direction to all schoolchildren and

the whole population, calling on everyone to join them. “Everyone is welcome,

everyone is needed.” Anyone passing by, the entire public, is being addressed.

They literally don’t need to cross any thresholds.They just have to stopwalking.

Fifthly: The young people established #FridaysForFuture as a hashtag, not

as an association or organisation. They will use social media like no other

movement before them.They constitute a grassroots movement, not a hierar-

chical NGO, conscious about injustices between different parts of the planet.

All children in theworld can and should be part of it. A generation is rising up. 
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At the Swedish elections on the 8th of September, the Social Democrats win

28 percent of the vote, the centre-right Moderates 19 percent, the right-wing

nationalist Sweden Democrats 17 percent, the green liberal Centre Party 8,

the Left 8, the Christian Democrats 6, the Liberals 5 and the Greens 4 percent.

Negotiations begin, and will continue into January, until another Green-Red

coalition government is established, supported by the liberals and the green

(neo-)liberals.

The first young people join – the gang of rebels comes together

During these days, a group forms which will work together closely in the next

months and years – a small, but very particular group, the rebels of Mynttor-

get. At first, there are five, and later on ten young people who get the global

movement underway. The media, which only focuses on one of them, misses

the real main character: the group of young people to which Greta belongs.

It is early morning on a Friday in September. Greta comes to the square

at eight, as always. Slightly later, the “regulars”, as they are soon called, arrive

from the old town. “I saw an article in the news about Greta and thought: She

can’t sit there completely alone.” “Yes, I also saw it in the news. I’d known about

the climate crisis for a long time, but not what I should do.There was nowhere

to go.Then I thought immediately, I’m going to go there.Clicking on petitions,

that won’t save the world.” Many of them say that they saw a child their own

age sitting on the ground because the climate was getting hotter and the envi-

ronment and human beings were suffering. And that they couldn’t accept that.

Some of them had got the tip about the strike from their grandmothers.

And so they sat down as well, hesitantly at first, gradually becoming more

resolute. “We had it as a topic at school, basically a week about the end of the

world. And then there was a break. And then a new topic.That felt surreal. For

such a huge problem.” “At first, I just wanted to sit here for three weeks. But

when you understand how serious the situation is, you can’t stop. So we went

on. Iwent to the school administration and said: I’mnot coming in. It’s the last

year of school, but I have to set priorities.”

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


42 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

Barely anyone in the group is “only” a climate activist.They don’t only come

toMynttorget because of the climate or the environment, but “also” because of

the climate. Most of them are here because something is not right about soci-

ety, they say, because they have the feeling that school leaves the real questions

aside and because they can no longer bear howpoliticians look away.The social

aspect, climate justice, comes up early on in the texts theywrite.And theywant

real change.

“It would be so powerful if practically the whole of Stockholm went on

strike. If we got the unions on our side. If all the bankers stopped going to

work. Then there would be a problem.” The climate crisis, for many of them,

is only one aspect of an overall picture of problems, and of structures and

attitudes that have to change, in relation to animals and to other people. “Why

are we not all just kind to each other?” asks someone. Hard to believe that

humanity is destroying itself. “And why don’t politicians do their jobs? That’s

meant to be their main task: to find rules and laws that give people security.”

Often on these Friday mornings, a few passers-by stop and say something

supportive, or something critical, before walking on. Sometimes someone ex-

presses something that’s also a prevailing mood in Mynttorget: worries, de-

spair and a scientific interest in the future. Is it even possible to stop global

heating at 1.5 or 2 degrees, or will effects come into play that keep feeding into

each other? What does science say – are we on the way to an earth which is 3,
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4 or 6 degrees warmer? When will that happen? What does it mean for young

people across the world?

In these situations, I become aware of how important it is that I get hold

of precise information and really understand the arguments for different fu-

ture scenarios. I don’t want to sugar-coat anything, but I also don’t want to be

dramatic. There ought to be a network, I think to myself, with the brightest

climate scientists, philosophers and social scientists from my university, and

from other universities too. And so in these first weeks, the idea of Scientists

For Future emerges. I write to a whole range of professors from various dif-

ferent subjects, asking them to support these young people. It will take a while

for the academic world to react. Sometimes I stand on the square with a sign

reading #ScientistsForFuture. I want to make it clear that I represent the uni-

versity.What is necessary to stop themachinery of the “fossil society”? Howdo

we get out of the crisis?

But then the young people switch from seriousness to playfulness, as so

often happens, and start imagining a way for the group to communicate with

each other from their homes by stretching gigantic strings across the sky above

Stockholm (and we find pictures online from a time when the sky really was

almost completely full of telephone wires).
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But something else emerges in the square. “This is a crisis situation,” they

say. “We can’t just suddenly stop coming here. And so we’ve developed a way of

getting on well, building friendships, and at the same time doing the organi-

sational work for the strike, in a good combination.” “Yes, it’s like a myth. It’s

so strange.None of us knew the others.Howwe could be connected like this by

our shared worries! We’re all really great, clever people.”

Sometimes during these days, I think about whether there is one leader of

the group which is increasingly becoming the core of the climate movement.

But they are so different that it is more of a cooperation on equal terms. It is

difficult to make out hierarchies of status in the behaviour of the young peo-

ple inMynttorget.Maybe it is also this aspect which is somoving for us adults,

the teachers, writers, and nurses who turn up regularly. It is as if these six or

seven young people have decided to stick together even in the most difficult

situations and during conflicts. And difficult situations will come.They are at-

tacked in the right-wing media. Strikes with 50 000 participants have to be

moved to a different locationwithin twenty-four hours; the entiremovement’s

strategy has to be negotiated.

In that sense, the phrase “gangof rebels” is not quite right.Gangs are struc-

turedhierarchically. “And thewhole groupworks sowell together, andhasdone

for such a long, extremely challenging time, becausewe are all exactly perfectly

different in age, and so we don’t get in each other’s way in terms of status,” one

of the young people explains to me.The older ones care for the younger ones,

but without a hierarchy.The youngest is 13, and then each year is represented

by at least one person. Two are 14, two are 15, and so on.The oldest are 18 or 19.

They intuitively do what’s known as “community organising”.

But in the first weeks in Stockholm, none of them really has a specific re-

sponsibility.That sometimes leads to an email from themedia being left unan-

swered for a long time, but it also helps: no one is limited to one role.This also

means that no one can fail. In other countries such as Switzerland,Germany or

Austria, systems are quickly built by the strikers, involving schools digitally, es-

tablishing contact people and working with NGOs. In Sweden there is no such

thing. Quite the opposite: the small group of strikers are alone for months,

without structural networks,withoutNGOs,without political parties support-

ing them.

Theywant to keep their independence. But that is also understandable and

necessary: after all, at first, Fridays For Future is only an incredibly vulnerable

idea,whichcoulddevelop inanydirectionorbe suppressed,andwhichfirsthas

to be established and anchored in public awareness. For that reason, they say:
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We don’t suddenly want to be mixed up with NGOs like Greenpeace or young

parties like the Greens or the Left. But that means they have an entirely new,

unfamiliar task. How do you start a movement?

The late morning is beginning. The young people take photos for Twitter

and Instagram and send them out into the world. What is this strike exactly?

This is also the question the young people are asking themselves.They are tak-

ing a big risk, I think to myself. They are not going to school, but taking the

underground early in the morning to the Old Town, with all their fears and

worries, and accepting the consequences, first of all in concrete terms, when

it comes to the lessons they are missing and the work they’ll have to catch up

on. But above all, this weekly statement changes their relationships with their

teachers, with their classes, with their parents, with society.They are standing

very visibly in a public space.Thewindows of the parliament buildings on three

sides of the square sometimes seem like giant eyes.

At thebeginning, formonths, they simply sit down.There arenomarches –

those come later in other places, such as Belgium, Australia, Germany, and

Switzerland. They are just there. I think about that a lot, because it creates a

very special atmosphere, a seriousness, something dignified.What is happen-

ing? You might think: oh, some children sat down in front of the parliament.

An action. Just like going to school is an action. Or an “event” is taking place;

they’re “communicating” something to society.But there is somethingmissing

(or even false) in these descriptions.What they are doing is more like express-

ing an idea, I say to myself. So passers-by not only encounter them when they

bend down and greet them, but they also meet the idea that life is important.

The young people make this possible, a real encounter that gives rise to a task

for all of us. Or, as the philosopher Levinas (1969) would probably say, a “de-

mand” that emanates from a human face: to care, to give them a future. Even if

no one saw them, I think then, it would be important.They are taking a stand.

In some ways it is the strangest possible phenomenon, this non-cooperation

on Fridays, free of violence but with such explosive potential.

The days are long and soon they are icy cold. For all of us, they represent a

radical end to “business as usual”.Much later, the global strikes arrive, and the

dynamic inMynttorget shifts.The regular strikers become organisers,making

huge events happen.They get to know the infrastructure of the city, they find

out how to book stages, locations for strikes, security measures. They spend

hoursorganising thedayswhichwill bring together thousandsofStockholmer,

they prepare speeches, they contact scientists togetherwithme, and theywrite

press releases. They design and order posters, hanging them all over the city
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and its suburbs.They often use the Greenpeace office to prepare for television

interviews communicating the basic idea of FFF. And they start to travel, visit-

ing the north of Sweden to talk to the indigenous population,withwhommany

of the young people remain in contact. In that region, climate change has al-

readyhaddisastrouseffects. In thisway, theybring themovement forwardstep

by step. This is followed by trips to Europe, to Strasbourg, Madrid, and Lau-

sanne. They make connections with rebels who are the same age as them, in

different countries. And they become the people who lead strikes with mega-

phones in their hands, raising their voices to sing the coal and oil back into the

ground, tens of thousandsmarching behind them. But it will bemanymonths

before Fridays For Future becomes this kind of movement. At the start, every-

thing is uncertain. But they don’t give up. It is September and what has hap-

pened so far is that the samefiveor six ofGreta’s peers have joinedher andkeep

coming back, week in, week out.

The task and the recipe

They set themselves a task and take it on. Slowly, carefully finding their way,

and thenwith evermore certainty and confidence.They don’t just see the strike

as a strike, but as a project. Now we are here, in the square, what needs to be

done? How do we stop the people who are destroying the world?

In the square, real traditions develop in a short time.A guestbook is passed

round andwill continue to be passed round for the next 50weeks.And the chil-

dren and young people soon develop a recurring game, the improvised – ab-

surd – cooking programme.All of them take turns to participate and they each

add a new idea.On this Friday,whichmay be in the third or fourth week of the

strike, the programmepresents the recipe for a deliciously prepared threshold.

Takeone threshold.Asordinaryaspossible.Rub thewoodwithyourfingers

to collect dust that you can sprinkle over the sauce at the end as a topping.Next

find a Finnish guy with a nice big spot on his forehead that’s crying out to be

squeezed. Squeeze the spot carefully into the dish, add a bit of sweet and sour

sauce, and spit in it vigorously, three times. Stir with a chainsaw, then spit in

it again three times. Finished.

They laugh, then turn serious again and look across at the parliament.
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The Swedish parliament – opponent or authority?

In the stone building opposite sit 349 representatives from 290 constituencies.

Together, they have the legal means to change the conditions on which peo-

ple live together. During these September days, the government is a red-green

coalition. Prime minister Stefan Löfven has deputy prime minister Isabella

Lövin by his side, the Greenminister for the environment and climate. Follow-

ing the elections, they do not have an absolute majority, and now they want to

put together a new, broader coalition.What is their project?

Who should be rewarded, and how; what should be produced, and how;

what should count as valuable?Howshould the climate crisis and the ecological

crisis be combatted so that the thousands of workers in the fossil sectors of the

car industry and the cement industry would find newwork?Whatwas the best

way to deal with digitisation and robotisation? How to protect forests? How

should food security be guaranteed, while at the same time shifting towards

plant-based nutrition and regenerative agriculture and forestry? How should

an international structure be established to ensure security in relation to food

and infrastructure, and keep oil and coal in the ground?How could heatwaves,

droughts, and floods be prevented, and how could the countries affected be

helped? How could the education sector be reshaped so that knowledge of the

climate crisis was at the core of all subjects and at the centre of the approach to

teaching? How could care work be properly valued, the “care economy” which

after all is the core of society, the caring, teaching, nourishing and healing that

is still so often carried out by women and sometimes not rewarded at all? How

toget togripswithall of that,with injustices, inequalities, the social anddemo-

cratic crises?

The two most powerful people in the state have a unique opportunity to

make a plan for Sweden and win amajority, I think to myself during these au-

tumndays. InMynttorget,wedon’t hear anythingof suchdiscussions (onpolit-

ical operations and topics such as lobbying work, see Kemfert 2020, “Mondays

For Future”). Greenhouse gas emissions have not really been reduced during

the four years with a red-green government (Urisman Otto 2022), any more

than the ecological footprint.Themembers of parliament who pass the young

women in Mynttorget and enter the massive building cause about 10 tonnes

of CO2 emissions per year, like most Europeans (including emissions in for-

eign countries through consumption of goods; seeThunberg 2022). In around

twelve years’ time, if a fair system were introduced, they would only be able to

emit 1.5 tonnesper year (Andersonet al 2020).How is that supposed tohappen?
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What is the democratic plan for such a change for all of us? And most impor-

tantly: how can the rules change in favour of the people who are most affected

by the crises and have often contributed the least, in Sweden and globally; in-

cluding the indigenous people in the North?

Facing the large, silent windows of the parliament, I often think: an abyss

is opening within democracy. In these seemingly modern democracies, young

people have no real place.Theymay receive a certain amount of sound teaching

atmany schools on the subject of “citizenship”, but they are not included in po-

litical decisions. Iwalk up anddownand look up at the giganticwindows of the

members of parliament.How can that be? And it feelsmorewrong than practi-

cally anything else, when at some point during the next Fridays I’m not able to

come back to the square at eight in the morning. For that reason, I decide not

to go to theUniversity on Fridays anymore,but to takeGreta’s call seriously. If a

fewhundred or even a thousandpeople do the sameandgather in front of their

parliaments, a political force could develop – that’s the idea – which could lead

to a change in our structural conditions.

Strangely enough, hardly any of the members of parliament pause as they

pass the strikers. The contrast between the ministers’ suits and the young

women sitting on the ground could hardly be greater. And it is above all young

women who are joining together.Many newspaper articles describe the whole

generation of strikers as the responsible girls or young women of our time,

and that is true; often they have active grandmothers supporting them. The

people on the square are more female than male, but there are also quite

a few – as the movement grows – who don’t see themselves fitting into the

gender binary. This whole situation reflects a deeper problem, according to

my colleagues in the social sciences at the university. After all, the structure

of the society against which these young women are rebelling is still shaped

by men (Brown 2019). The men on the boards of the banks, the oil companies

and the coal industry, and the world of men at the economic forum in Davos.

These are complex structures which make the task of the five strikers on the

square difficult, and which are also soon expressed threateningly, with pure

hatred and misogyny. It can’t go on like this, we think to ourselves then, the

adults who return regularly to the square.We have to organise too. In London,

so we hear, a new climate movement for adults is being formed, Extinction

Rebellion; maybe we can build something similar here?
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At the university

After my first meeting with the activists, I take the smoothies with me, open

them with a bad conscience and drink them on the way to the metro station

“Old Town”, to get rid of the plastic rubbish. Travelling on the red line, it’s only

five stops to the university.

A university is a strange thing, I often think as I pass through the tunnels to

the campus. In actual fact, ideas and thoughts swirl through the air wherever

we are, including the centre of the city orMynttorget. Ideas about what is nor-

mal, reasonable, what is seen as valuable or politically possible. Wherever we

are,we’re surrounded by them:what counts as healthy or sick, as fair, as demo-

cratic,what counts as freedom, as an appropriate teachingmethod, as reason,

as science. Sometimeswe take our time and look at one of these conceptsmore

closely. Maybe we call it into question if we’re being harmed by the way one of

them has taken shape in society: the women’s movement, the workers’ move-

ment, and the civil rights movement questioned and changed the prevailing

worldview and what was seen as “normal” practice.The university is the place

where these ideas are supposed to be made visible, you might think, and con-

verted into new ones,more democratic, fairer,more sustainable. But precisely

because they are the stuff of which all the lessons are made, even when the fo-

cus is on specificmedical procedures or legal considerations,which are in turn

shaped by ideas, some of them also remain unquestioned, at least so it seems

in this case (see the chapter about education and the transformationof theuni-

versities towards the end of the book; and see the work of Judith Butler, Stuart

Hall and others).

And so I walk from the station named “The University” past all the won-

derful institutions, past Law, and then past Earth Sciences, past Climate Re-

search, Drama and Literature; I leave Languages, History and Philosophy to

my right and head tomyDepartment of Teachingwith the strange feeling that

manyof the things that are seenasnormalhere are actually highlyproblematic.

Solemnly presented by people who mainly come from a particular part of the

white upper middle classes, who ultimately don’t take the climate crisis seri-

ously. Not really.Those who teach at the university really ought to apologise to

the young people inMynttorget, I think.They should apologise for the fact that

for the last forty years, the academy hasn’t come up with an adequate answer.

What would my colleagues think if I joined the strike? How would my stu-

dents react? Will I lose my job? Shouldn’t all teaching and all research respond

to the current situation of society, and therefore focus on the fact that we are
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facingacrisiswe’venever seenbefore (seeRaffoul 2022;McGeown/Barry2023)?

What would that mean for each subject – economics, architecture, education,

philosophy? For interactions between the subjects and the institutional organ-

isation; for the method of teaching; for integrating us as imaginative, social,

embodied beings living in problematic power structures? Like a strange, dark

omen, the climate crisis hangs in the air.

But these thoughts are layered on top of mymore concrete worries during

these August days. Together with a few colleagues, I have created a completely

new three-year bachelor course in the last few semesters, and not only am I re-

sponsible formany of the five-week sections of the course, some ofwhich don’t

even exist yet andwhich I still have to develop, but I also teachmany of the lec-

tures andworkshopsmyself.They focus ondemocracy, citizenship,and justice,

on ecological, economic, and social sustainability and teaching methods, and

theyare taught via art education,especially drama,music, images and roleplay

(on drama education: see for an overview McAvoy/ O’Connor 2022; Haseman/

O’Toole 2017; on applied theatre: Prenkti/Abraham 2021).

The dramamethod (in contrast with theatre) often means involving every-

one all the time as part of an improvisation. Only occasionally do we come up

with text-based pieces for an audience. Rather than only addressing people’s

minds, we are exploring what school can be, what the economy can be and

what global democracy can be, using our whole personalities and our imag-

inations, working together with others in the theatre and dance spaces; we’re

testing ideas.Similar courses even exist in a fewother places, such asNewYork

University and the Central School in London.Butmore andmore “applied the-

atre” or drama education courses (such as at the ZHDK in Zurich and the UDK

in Berlin) are developing in this direction focusing not only on role play, de-

vising, empathy and compassion, but on exploring sustainable democracy and

transforming society (see Fopp 2016).

Now, at precisely the time of the first Friday strikes, a new year is begin-

ning at our institution. A new class, a new group of students is arriving. I scan

the twenty faces. It is theMonday after the first Friday strike. “Hello.”We play a

fewgames to introduce ourselves.Then: “Howdo youwant to treat each other?”

Twenty completely different people look at each other. “You can interrupt at

any time and say ‘stop’ if something doesn’t feel right,” I say. “In improvisa-

tion, any idea is allowed. But not any action. Be respectful. And finally. All of

you should look out for whether everyone is okay; to ensure that no one has

to give up the connectedness or contact to themself and others. Again. Every

one of you should develop a helicopter perspective; take account of your own
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needs and other people’s needs, express them and respond to them. Support

each other. It is not enough that everyone is allowed to talk and be here; in-

clusivity is good, but it is not sufficient. In the long term, this will only work if

everyonemakes sure that everyone else’s needs come into play; if you look after

each other. Is that okay?”They discuss it. Decide that it makes sense.

Science and games – Mynttorget in September and October

InMynttorget, too, science is everywhere. “Listen to the science” soon becomes

the young people’s slogan. And a scientific worldview also comes up in their

conversations. During these weeks, the young people who brought the strike

into the world often sit together, before the others join them, and talk about

everything under the sun.About chemical elements, for example.How strange

it is that the whole world ismade of so few elements, and that these only differ

from each other because of some electrons or protons etc. As if a stone and a

carrot were closely related. How strange the scientific worldview is anyway, I

think to myself then.

As soon as a sense of morning hustle and bustle arrives, with the shops

selling Viking hats and cinnamon buns opening in the narrow streets of the

Old Town, most of the young people form small groups and begin to discuss

the situation and talk about all sorts of things. It is still warm. No longer as

hot as it was in summer, when the heat was quite unnatural. We start playing

“city country river”. We go through the letters of the alphabet silently, A, B, C

and so on, and someone says stop. Thenwe have to find a city, a country, a river

startingwith that letter.Butwecouldalso choose somethingelse.Dogs,drinks,

dishes. And sowe begin to play. In the next weeks, it will become a tradition on

these Fridays. Sometimes a few other people join. I have no chance. Somehow,

the young ones know all the cities in the world, many, many cities I’ve never

heard of. With dogs it’s even worse, and with drinks it’s funnier, because we

just make them up: anything can be a drink. Kiwi juice.

Sixmonths later, on the evening of the first global strike, the 15th ofMarch,

I askmyself howmany of the cities whichwe listed randomly on those Fridays,

from Buenos Aires to Berlin, now have strikes going on. In howmany of those

cities does someone leave their classroomon Fridays – whether it’s one person

or tens of thousands, around the globe? It is as if we had been feeling our way

towards this global dimension in these initial weeks, towards a sense of all of

us as inhabitants of Earth, in our dwellings on this living planet.
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Then, it is already the week of October in which Greta travels to London

for the founding of the new movement of environmental activists, Extinction

Rebellion, and the group is in the middle of the alphabet game: a dog begin-

ning with L? Bye, off she goes, to the Rebellion in London. Two weeks pass.

She makes a speech which goes halfway round the world, at least the activist

world. She stands there in London in front of the crowds, but the microphone

doesn’t work. Then the thousands of environmentalists do what they always

do at moments like that. They become a living megaphone. The people at the

front repeat loudly what they hear, passing it on to the people behind them.

Greta’s speech takes ten minutes instead of three, because everyone repeats

everything: “When I was eight years old,” she says. “When I was eight years

old,” roars the square in front of Westminster Abbey. But now she is back on

the square and the young people go on seamlessly with the alphabet game.The

strike day begins.

Emil and Alfred – what is nature and what is healing

On one of those first Fridays, in the evening after “strike time”, I have to teach,

so I hurry away from the square and go back through the narrow streets of the

old townand take the underground tomyoffice. I packmypapers for teaching,

most importantly Astrid Lindgren’s book Emil of Lönneberga, and go over to the

building knownas the “stables”, because that iswhat it oncewas. It nowhouses

our theatre spaces.This iswhere I teach.Not just the new course, but hundreds

of future teachers.

In room 420 they jump around, the future kindergarten teachers who have

landed in Stockholm from every possible country and every part of society;

it’s a small hall with a polished wooden floor, without chairs, with a view of

the woods that come before the sea, apple trees in between. Soon they have

created – as in Lindgren’s book – an imaginary waiting room at a doctor’s

surgery, with rows of chairs. One after another, they shuffle into the room,

limpingor coughing,andfindaplace to sit.Weare in a small Swedish town,we

imagine, Mariannehof, one hundred and fifty years ago. I go around asking:

“Who are you?” It is all improvised. Someone says: a maid. I was kicked by the

cow. A farmer, I’m pregnant. A carpenter, I hammered a nail into my finger.

The pastor, I’m not feeling well. And so on. Twenty groaning characters. We

discuss: how did they live in that time, not very far from us, but in a different

era, with a different technology, a different relationship to nature?
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We act out the scene fromAstrid Lindgren’s Emil of Lönneberga in which the

ten-year-old boy saves the grown-up farmhand Alfred from blood poisoning

whichhe got froma cut in his thumb.Thedramamethodworks like this: some-

one reads a page, then we jump into the text, head over heels, together.We be-

come Alfred, who is lying on the sledge in the snow, and we become Emil, who

is pulling the sledge. Others become the snowstorm which delays them. And

then we all become the thumb, twenty people become a single thumb, and I

cut it with a wooden stick. We talk about what really happens when someone

cuts their finger.What kind of “things” are in a finger, and so on, the way they

can talk about it with their five-year-olds. Later wewill heal again, as a thumb.

Drama is not theatre, which means that no one is standing on a stage, there is

no audience, everyone is always doing something,we switch roles,make back-

drops and costumes ourselves.

Alfred is critically ill.Wehave to go to the doctor, in the town.But that’s not

possible, it’s snowing, everyone says. It snows and snows, and the road is im-

passible, says the father. Everyone has to accept that. You have to accept fate,

Emil. But Emil is overwhelmed by despair. It’s his friend which is sick, they

grew up together.What are the others doing.They’re just looking on while Al-

fredmight be dying.Who are these people who don’t really take anything seri-

ously.Who see the feverish farmhand and don’t look for a solution, for a cure.

Not really.That is the question we ask ourselves in the roomwith the polished

floor; why do some people take life seriously, while others don’t?What goes on

in their heads? There, in the middle of the night, at four in the morning, Emil

has stayedwith Alfred thewhole time, and he gets up, leads his horse out of the

stables and lays the farmhand on the sledge. In a fit of determination and defi-

ance. I cannot accept that no one is helping. Gustaf Gredebäck, a researcher

at the University of Uppsala, examined how even some of the smallest chil-

dren can show this form of empathy (Gredebäck et al. 2015). His experiments

have been confirmed many times across the globe: they suggest that even six-

month-old infants often have a strong impulse not to accept it when somebody

is in pain, and to be annoyed by those who inflict it. At the end of the story, the

exhausted Emil reaches the doctor’s waiting room, and the farmhand Alfred is

healed.

How strange that we can heal on our own, or that a thumb is able to heal on

its own. Or rather, not quite on its own. Some wounds are too deep. But when

we help people,with a plaster or an operation, a process of self-healing begins.

The extent to which we are a part of nature – and the extent to which nature

itself ismiraculous – is probably never clearer than in a process of healing.But
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we can also damage nature so badly that it cannot heal on its own anymore.

Ecosystems lose their resilience, as specialists call it, my colleagues from the

StockholmResilienceCentre, among them theworld-famous researcher Johan

Rockström (2009). Then we heat up the oceans so much through greenhouse

gas emissions that the coral reefs are permanently destroyed, and theArctic ice

melts entirely. Tipping points occur, and feedback loops, and what used to be

whole can no longer repair itself.The planet, as our habitat, is then irrevocably

broken, because it is too hot.

The worldview must change, at the universities, too, I think during those

days. We have to rethink and reshape our fundamental relation to each other

and nature.This is what a reasonable reaction to the crisis would look like; and

a reaction to the young people’s.What I feel after these first weeks is that they

have given us a task: not to study them as an object, but to study together with

them how to get out of the crises. For us as scientists, this is now the project

for the next few years. Domy colleagues understand the desperation and grief

of the young people inMynttorget? Do they see the existential challenge for all

of us?

In Childhood/Youth Studies research, this is referred to as the perspective

of children and young people themselves and is juxtaposed with the children’s

perspective (see Sommer 2010). The children’s perspective can and should be

adopted by adults when describing the world and taking account of children’s

concerns.Whereas making sure that the perspective of children themselves is

recognisedmeans giving themspace to speak and shape things for themselves.

In accordance with this, I will keep insisting to my colleagues that we should

study how we get out of the crises together with the young people.

The first Swedish strike groups are formed

In Sweden, the Fridays For Future movement begins to spread. While the

young people sit leaning against the wall and enjoy the still-warm autumn

sun, a few of them begin – together with some adults, such as Andrea, Janine,

Torbjörn, Anders and Ivan – to write to all the Swedish communities, or more

specifically to any contacts they have within the grassroots movements and

climate activism, and also keep a very close look out for anything happening

online. “KlimatSverige” is a great helpwith this; “ClimateSweden” is an alliance

of all the environmental organisations, but because of a strange, happy coinci-

dence in world history – in contrast, for instance, with the equivalent “climate
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alliances” in Germany and Switzerland – it is almost a band of amateurs. It’s

just ten people who spend their free time in the evenings collecting informa-

tion about all the other groups,writing a newsletter, and creating a network of

contacts across the country. Both organisations and private individuals can be

part of KlimatSverige.The amazing thing about it: the big three, Greenpeace,

WWF and the Nature Conservation Union just let this little group of heroes do

what they like, they don’t get in the way, they don’t control anything, they just

provide a bit of money.That is the only reason that the young people can build

on the work of this network; it has enough of a grassroots character.

Whoever comes to Mynttorget in those first weeks meets the young peo-

ple first of all, and then the older activists such as the teacher Jonas, the pastor

Lena, the carer Cilla, and especially Janine. Janine is from Australia and some-

times comes to the square accompanied by a goodproportion of her family, but

most often by one of her sons. Janine herself has worked as an engineer at Er-

icsson, she is very curious and wants to know exactly what is going on within

the growing network of Fridays For Future. Having paid attention to climate

research for a while, she is active in various climate organisations, and already

in the first days she joined the strike. She networks continuously through her

iPad and the emerging Facebook groups. On all topics and in all possible con-

stellations, she creates various chats and forums, and adds all new children

(and adults) fromMynttorget to these groups.

Young people from other cities appear in the chats. They, too, have had

enough of their governments.The Paris Agreement is not being followed.They

leave their schools: Andreas in Falun, later Tyra in Norrtälje, Alde in Gävle, the

Sundsvall group; and so on. And so the first lists of strike locations emerge.

Andrea, a yoga teacher, takes on the task of finding contact details together

with the youngpeople andputting them into a document.This is an embryonic

version of the global map created a bit later by Jan and Jens, and which is valu-

able for coordinating the global strike actions.The list includes the placewhere

someone is planning to strike, the time andpossibly their contact information.

At the beginning, it is just a few points on the map of Sweden, but gradually

more are added. And everyone posts the successes almost daily on the newly

created Facebook group page, #FridaysForFuture. This will be the first source

of information for strikers in Sweden and then across the globe, and will re-

main the key source for a long time.Week by week, new locations pop up. And

the media start to report that there are thirty and then fifty groups striking in

Sweden.#FFFhasbecomea reality.Andnot only inSweden. InBerlin, too,peo-

ple are striking in front of the Reichstag, and soonwe discovermore andmore
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cities and countries on social media. All of them want political change and a

safer and fairer world for everyone. As strikers, they are the same everywhere.

And yet: we have such different starting points and privileges in this struggle;

coming from different generations, social classes, and so on.

The big task and the small one – status and privileges

Back at university.What would amore humaneworld be like?What role dowe

have in it, as adults or young people, as privileged or disadvantaged people?

We experiment a lot with the question of what is humane in the drama

spaces. In particular,we comeupwith so-called status exercises (see Johnstone

1987): someone plays a king or queen who takes on a higher status in relation

to their subjects and can ask for whatever they want. Then we continue im-

provising so that the subjects increase their status and the monarch’s status is

reduced,until they hardly dare to rule over their realm.As an exercise, both can

be equally difficult, playing someonewith ahigh or a low status– for Johnstone

(1987), status is not the same as power, but a quality of relating to others, of

taking up space and time, for example, often expressed by how confidently we

move and speak.The students want me to join in.That reduces my status sig-

nificantly, since it requiresme as a teacher to get involved in bizarre situations;

but it also increases my status if I’m open to taking part. I often ask myself on

the way to the university: What exactly is my role as a male, white, middle-

aged person from the middle classes (or the role more generally of such peo-

ple)? With some of my colleagues I discuss this again and again. How should

we deal with our own privileges; how should we give others space; how should

we dismantle power structures?

“Give me that stool there!” a student yells at me. “Yes but…” “Give it to me.

Now!” We are standing in the middle of a group of improvising students and

testing a scene. It is about understanding howwemightmeet each other at eye

level. For that to happen, we try to understand status, power and domination.

“But the stool is rather wobbly,” I say, testing out, as a servant, the high status

of my king.What will he do now? If he has a fit of rage, he will ostensibly raise

his status, but in fact he will lower it all the more: what kind of king flies into

a fit of rage over a broken stool? But doing nothing would also undermine his

status.What would be a truly self-assuredmove?He couldmakeme try sitting

on the stool and thus display andprotect his sovereignposition.And sowe test,

day in, day out, micro-transactions of domination, with body and soul, in or-

der to get our own sense of how and when we place ourselves above others or
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discriminate against them – and how we can instead work together without

blocking each other (the exercises can be found in Johnstone 1987).

In this way, we practise what we can call “substantial” democracy. It is im-

portant to see that the concept and phenomenon of “status” is different from

“power”. Power belongs to an individual or group, whether taken by itself or

given by others, in informal or formal ways, and can be exercised or not; while

status is the specific relational transaction which we perform towards some-

one. Status can be established on the same level – low,middle, or high – or on

different ones: lower or higher than the level of the other; we can call it domi-

nation if we violently lower the status of someone (or of ourselves; as submis-

sion). It is the core ingredient of oppression, in all dimensions of privilege and

discrimination (including gender, ethnicity, class, etc.).The opposite of domi-

nation is not indifference, but either adopting the same status, ormoving “be-

yond” the status struggle, which we often call “humane” behaviour. “Meeting

on an equal footing” can mean either adopting the same status or creating a

relationship with the other beyond status transactions – which we often call

friendship.

Many children specialise in this, even very small children, according to re-

search (Fopp 2016). If they are not valued by adults or treated with dignity,

they will do anything to topple their giant counterparts from the throne.With

words, with facial expressions, with disobedience, or whatever method they

can use. And they are very happy if you communicate with them at two levels:

if you act like you’re going to be a lion and eat them up, and then don’t do it. To

meet each other beyond squabbles over status, we all have to practise; that is

whatmy colleagues argue, and what I argue at our institute. It is useless to of-

fer ethics seminars on empathy, or comeupwith long-winded theories about a

new ethical society, or rejoice in a new “compassionate” attitude.We have also

have to put these things into practice, we have to let ourselves be observed, we

have to see through longstanding patterns of domination and discrimination

(Ogette 2018).

Most of us don’t even noticewhatwe are doing,which patternswe have be-

come used to and what is inscribed in our bodies and our self-image (as white

and male, for instance). In our seminars, we study these microtransactions of

power inworldpolitics, too: Trump’shandshake is alreadywell-knownasanat-

tempt to put people off their stride and humiliate them; the same patterns are

reflected by (climate) policies which explicitly call for “dominance” over other

people and nature. “White supremacy”, as represented bymany of Trump and

Bolsonaro’s followers, explicitly refers to that dominance (see Saad 2020). An-
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other dramatic example is the first interview given by the director of the oil

company BP after the explosion of the oil platform in the Mexican Gulf, when

he talks about the thousandswho relied on fishing for their livelihood andwho

have lost that livelihood as “small people”: people he looks down on.

When it comes to analysing these power relations, it is also useful to look

at the results of psychosocial research, fromTheodor Adorno’sTheAuthoritarian

Personality to modern intersectional theories (Meyer 2017), which show how

various dimensions of discrimination (racism, patriarchy etc.) influence each

other (see the chapter on corona and intersectionality). A white man has a

different place in society from the man of colour, and a Black working-class

woman has a different position from a rich white woman (see Collins 2019).

In our exercises, we often observe that most people use high-status posi-

tions to keep other people down; but high status and positions of power don’t

have to result in relations of domination. There is after all the possibility that

the king could discharge me frommy duties as a servant, and abdicate power,

leading to a democracy. The question underlying the whole course is how all

of that hangs together: how do we arrange and structure our small-scale en-

counters in terms of domination or being humane, in the family, in school,

in university lecture halls – in relation to the ways in which we organise our

shared life in the larger political spaces,when designing our economic system,

for instance, but also when setting the political conditions for environmental

protection, the health system and so on.

What is the ideal, the compass?Domination – weoften agree – ought to be

replaced with more democratic spaces, in which we can reinforce each other’s

strength and make sure everyone is okay and keep the caring contact to one-

self and others; in which everyone’s needs are seen andmet, so that we all have

enough to lead a dignified life and we take care of the environment (see Ra-

worth 2018).

But there is so much getting in the way of that, I then think; there are the

existing power relations and privileges. It is not enough just to claim that ev-

eryone is free and equal. That’s a point we first have to reach, by dismantling

the very concrete relations of domination (Saad 2020): at a micro-level in the

university classroom, it is about giving everyone space for discussion, not just

the three or four who are the loudest. But it can’t stop there; and that is what

I worry about the most after the seminars.Themacro-level of power relations

can be felt on a small scale in our interactions: for instance, there are barely any

Black students, and no Black tutors. An invisible gulf opens up between the-

ory and practice. Becausemore or less all Swedish students in the humanities,
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in sociology, education and political science – that is, far more than half of all

students – attend compulsory courses on “norm criticism” and intersectional-

ity,where they learn things that the universities themselves hardly implement.

Something is fundamentally wrong. There needs to be a discussion with the

people in charge. We can’t just talk about changes; we have to carry them out

as well – that is the basic idea of the course we are offering our students.That

means we also have to put it into action.That’s why we don’t just read texts but

alsoworkwith our bodies in the roomand try to bring about real, substantially

democratic encounters.

At the end ofOctober, theUN’s climate researchers publish a report knownas

the IPCC SR1.5, a special scientific report demonstratingwhat the differences

would be for the development of the planet if the earth became 1.5 degrees

warmer rather than 2 degrees, comparedwith the pre-industrial era. The dif-

ferences are dramatic, particularly when it comes to reaching potential tip-

ping points. The report receives a great deal of attention, and the worries in

Mynttorget grow evenmore serious.
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Chapter 2: Fridays for Future and Extinction

Rebellion Start to Grow

October – November 2018: Civil disobedience

and the laws of humanity

How to organise a rebellion

Week after week passes. Fridays for Future develops very slowly. But towards

the end of October and the beginning of November, things start to move. The

adults take up the young people’s call for an emergency brake and create the

movement Extinction Rebellion. But what kind of actions are justified? What

are the limits of legitimate democratic action? Do we have to obey the letter of

the law?

It is Saturday afternoon when I find myself standing next to Greta and a

hundred other protesters of all ages in the middle of the central north-south

axis of Stockholm’s centre.Wehave tomake a decision in the next few seconds.

Eitherwe refuse to leave, orwewill be dragged away and possibly arrested.But

will they really do that, the police officers who are coming straight for us?Will

they risk a photo of the young people,who are blocking the central street of the

capital of Sweden, in front of the Royal Palace – and police carrying them away

because they are doingwhat they can to oppose the climate crisis and themass

destruction of living species? That would go right round the world, even now,

althoughmost people still don’t know them. It is only a couple ofmonths since

they sat down with the strike sign in front of the Parliament and initiated the

FFF movement. And now we are standing together on the street, young peo-

ple and adults. And along with our despair over the climate crisis and our fear

of the consequences of the blockade comes the question of responsibility. Can

fifteen-year-olds be put in prison? For how long? Or kept in a cold police sta-

tion? Do I have to intervene? Are we prepared to end up in prison, like many

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


62 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

people right now in London?What does itmean to take responsibility?Howdo

we bring about real political change?

Extinction Rebellion is called that because thismovement of rebels, freshly

founded in Summer 2018, is fighting against the human-caused extinction of

thousands of species and their habitats, as well as the obliteration of the hu-

man species via the climate crisis (Extinction Rebellion 2019). It is about show-

ing how the picture fits together. On the sheet of paper which Greta hands out

in the first weeks is the following sentence: “According to the Living Planet Re-

port, humans have eradicated 83 % of all wild mammals, 15 % of all fish and

50 % of all plants.” Anyone faced with this statistic (see Carrington 2018) will

realise that because of humans’ destruction of natural habitats in the last few

centuries, there are barely anywild animals left on the planet, only about 4 per-

cent; that together with our “livestock” of cows, sheep and chickens, we repre-

sent the absolute majority of all living beings, and that eating animals is one

of the ways in which we most contribute to the climate crisis: forests have to

be cleared,methane is emitted (Foer 2019) – the homes of thousands of species

are destroyed andwith them theweb of life, the interconnected “earth system.”

That ismaybe a reasonwhy Greta was present for the founding weekend of XR

(ExtinctionRebellion) and encouraged us adults in Stockholm to formour own

group. As so often happens, the initiative comes from young people; we react.

How can we stop all of that?

Evening after evening, we meet on the web platform Zoom, long before

it becomes well-known through the pandemic, and prepare for the big block-

ade. Now it is Saturday afternoon.The police officer comes closer. We’ve been

preparing this protest for weeks, together with ten other people I didn’t know

beforehand: teachers, nurses, students. A group of adult rebels is emerging. A

lawyer for Greenpeace is available for advice. What has the most effect; what

draws attention and reaches the “silent masses” of the public, rather than just

causing a disturbance?

Thebasic idea ofXR is tomobilise amassmovement and to occupy the cen-

tres of society and create a “disruption,”using a formof civil society uprising to

hold up “business as usual,” ideally by blockading central sites in front of par-

liament buildings (see the discussion of tactics in ExtinctionRebellion 2019). It

makes too little difference to paralyse individual parts of the fossil industry for

a few days, as some of us had done before with “Ende Gelände” in the previous

summer, when we occupied the Vattenfall coal power station south of Berlin.

The system itself must be transformed democratically in a few years; oth-

erwise, the world will be a nightmarish place, three or four degrees warmer,
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by the time the children are growing old, the scientists tell us (Rahmstorf/

Schellnhuber 2019). That is why the action focuses on centres of power – and

why it must draw a different kind of attention from protest actions focusing

locally on a coal power station, a bank, or another part of the cogs and wheels

of fossil society. At the beginning, governments don’t know how to categorise

XR; precisely because the uprising is so clearly formulated as an idea. This

makes the principle of nonviolence all the more important for us. We train

ourselves in the history of civil disobedience (refusing to obey certain laws

and thereby showing that they are not adequate because they don’t respect

everyone’s dignity and have to be changed in order to deepen democracy; see

Chenoweth 2012) and the risks associated with it; and in the tradition behind

it, from Rosa Parks to Gandhi andMartin Luther King.

And nowwe find ourselves in the street, and I have no idea what we should

do.The state, as we have agreed in our discussions, ought to protect us as citi-

zens; it ought to ensure that in fifty years’ time there will still be a dignified life

for everyone.That’s why this blockade is legitimate.This is not about the inter-

ests of one group in society, but about the dignity of all. I look across at the po-

lice officer,who represents the state.He seems determined, and he looks at the

youngpeople.Howdid theymanage it this time?Theyhavewoven theirwaybe-

tween queues of cars and through the hundred people blocking the street, and

despite this confusing situation I always knew roughly where they were. But

then they suddenly sat down in the middle of the street, in front of the palace,

with a flash of their own instinct for political action and media communica-

tion. As if there were nothing unusual about the situation, they now turn to

me: “We have to let the busses through.” “We should let the busses through?” I

ask. “Yes, there are old people on them.”On the other side of the junction, there

really are three or four busses lined up with older people on them, waiting to

see what will happen. In front of them are at least ten people with cameras.

Before this, the young people spent an hour handing out pepparkakor,

Swedish cinnamon biscuits, to the drivers stuck in their cars, and talking

to them. Those in the biggest SUVs often seem to be the least friendly. The

pepparkakor they had got hold of are the only ones without palm oil, the pro-

duction of which destroys the rainforests of Indonesia, and they are vegan,

which is just a detail, but an important one.

Suddenly someone yells. We are all startled, including the police officer.

From the corner of my eye, I see a man punching a car, again and again. A

driver who had been held up for twenty minutes had suddenly driven into the

demonstrators and almost injured a child. It is the father who loses control.
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We all stand up reflexively, go over there and try to diffuse the situation. This

puts an end to our protest without a decision being made.What would I have

done if the police had threatened to arrest us? How far do we have to go as in-

dividuals? How can we help each other build a truly strong global movement

and change the political rules?

XRwas formed by Gail Badbrooks, Roger Hallam, Clare Farrell, Nils Agger

and others tomake sure that peoplewould draw attention to the climate crisis,

with quite a different approach from the earlier generations of environmen-

tal activists. One of the first protests is an occupation of Greenpeace, to point

out that their form of protest does not work, not sufficiently at least; the polit-

ical framework can’t be changed by NGO work, only specific policies. Normal

people have to come together, in a democratic bottom-upmovement. And it is

about displaying civil disobedience, not covering it up. That is the only way so-

cial change can take place, as shown by history; that’s their theory, anyway. If

a few thousand people would come and stand next to us, I think, and in a city

withmillions of people that is not somany, it would change the world.History

shows that the key locations have to be held for several days if society is really

to be transformed (see also Chenoweth/Stephan 2012).

Later on, encouragingpeople to get arrestedwill also draw criticismwithin

the movement: not everyone has the privilege of being able to get arrested,

without putting their basic existence in danger.

I look across at the car.My reaction is to be furious with the furious father.

Good sir, I think tomyself, don’t smash up that car. Don’t let there be photos of

violent activists. No violence. Civil disobedience, nonviolence; the two belong

together. And then my anger turns in a different direction: why do we have

to stand here on the streets of Stockholm, Bo, Jörg and I, and with us a hun-

dred other ordinary citizens?Why is theXRmovement spreading likewildfire,

much faster in these first months than Fridays for Future, which still consists

of the fifteen regular strikers? Why doesn’t everyone react when a child sits on

the street because our shared life on a living planet could be threatened during

that child’s lifetime – and already now people in the Global South are much

more severely affected by it? Tipping points and feedback loops could mean

that the next seven or eight years are historically crucial; if we don’t change

fundamentally now, it could be too late (see Schellnhuber 2015).

The newspapers report on us, and soon the plan emerges to expand our ac-

tivities in the course of the coming April and block the capitals of western in-

dustrial states: London, Berlin, Amsterdam, Stockholm. But what are we try-

ing to achieve? We spend hours standing, sitting, dancing, and blocking the
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street in front of the parliament; what are those inside the building supposed

to change?

The three demands of the global environmental rebels

What many people of all ages say after similar FFF and XR protests: in these

hours together in front of the parliament at the road junction, they experience

a kind of non-instrumental relationship to each other, and a kind of peaceful

recovery of influence and social participation, which feels strong and liberat-

ing, even when the fears – of the crisis and of the police – and the grief may

return very soon.

After the protest action, we all gather in the Franziskaner.The oldest Ger-

man-speaking restaurant in the Stockholm old town is right by the sea. The

tension only ebbs slowly, the stress of the situation in the street can still be

felt. “Maybe we should have provoked an arrest,” says Bo. “That’s the basic idea

of XR; that’s the only way to get the attention which creates change in soci-

ety.” I have ended up between the yoga teacher Andrea and the doctor, Kasper,

and opposite Bo. Almost all the hundred participants are between 30 and 55.

They are teachers, unemployed people, doctors, immigrants, locals, relatively

diverse. “We can’t just organise blockades,” I reply. “We need a political alter-

native, a global politicalmovement which everyone can join easily, at any time,

in all countries; and which formulates a clear alternative, names the things

all governments have to change: first of all, staying within the tiny emission

budgets; secondly, keeping coal, oil and gas in the ground; and thirdly, see-

ing this as a shared project, in which we all help each other and abolish un-

fair structures.” Bo disagrees. “Why? No. First we disrupt, then we build; oth-

erwise,we’re just like another party andwedon’t change anything.Why should

anything change if we don’t stop this four-degree machinery?”

Thebasic question is this: previous generations have left theworld in a des-

olate state.Nowaprogrammustbedeveloped to counter this.Within tenorfif-

teen years, we have to have a society in which we treat each other and the trea-

sures of this planetmorepeacefully,hardly eatinganimals anymore,producing

electricity from sun,wind andwater, dismantling the power relations of dom-

ination which exist in the economic systemworldwide and nationally (racism,

gender inequality, class), and equipping everyone with enough resources to

lead a dignified life (see Göpel 2016). How can we achieve that?
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Extinction Rebellion has three demands which are then formulated in a

similar way by Fridays for Future. First: name the crisis as a crisis; inform the

population at long last about the state of our planet and our treatment of it,

from the climate crisis to ecological destruction and loss of biodiversity. Sec-

ondly: the government must put measures in place to make zero emissions of

greenhouse gases possible by 2025, in all sectors, from transport, energy, fi-

nance, and agriculture to largescale industry. In Switzerland, FFFwill agree on

2030 as the goal for zero emissions in the region known as the Global North,

butwill always point out that it is not aboutwhich dateswe aim for, but the ab-

solute level of greenhouse emissions, the global “budget,” which is minuscule

(Rahmstorf 2019). During these days, we get in contact with the world’s lead-

ing researchers and discuss these aspects in detail – andwewill not stop doing

that. On the contrary, we continue to expand this cooperation in the univer-

sity context as well; Scientists for Future emerges. But already early on, as we

spend every freemoment studying research papers, it becomes clear to us that

the Paris Agreement itself actually compels governments, the governments of

wealthy countries, to stop all emissions by 2030 (Anderson 2020); otherwise

the goal of keeping the rise in temperature “well under two degrees” cannot be

reached.Theworldmust have eliminated well over half of all emissions within

the next ten years, says even the conservative UN; emissions must go down by

sevenpercent each yearworldwide, says theUNGAP report.No country is even

anywhere close to such a transformation.

In comparison with that, societies seem to have slipped into a kind of

anaesthetised state, or else they have been put in this state by those who don’t

want the status quo to change, as explained by Harvard Professor Naomi

Oreskes (2010), who has researched the lobbying work of the fossil industry

sectors. More and more messages appear every day in our Twitter, Facebook

and Instagram feeds: about the Arctic ice around the North Pole, which will

probably melt completely in the summer within five years; about the melting

permafrost ice in Russia, which was only supposed to begin to melt in seventy

years; about the lethal droughts and the unimaginable suffering caused by

floods in India and Mozambique, and about the forest fires in California (see

Wallace-Wells 2019). It is only when we make it clear that we have a few years

to turn everything around that we come to see how much work that would

take.

We also become aware of how drastic that societal change would be in

our conversations in the Zoom chats during these October weeks, as we go

through the individual sectors. What needs to happen so that coal power
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plants can be decommissioned without disrupting the whole of society? So

that the transport system (cars, planes) can be shifted away from oil-based

fuel options? Not only will many people have to re-train and change jobs.

Our whole system relies completely on fossil fuels. If we were to introduce

zero emissions tomorrow, within the shortest possible time our food supply

chains would collapse, as would our transport system, our electricity supply,

and so on. Partly because our “goods”, from clothes to food, rely directly on

production methods which emit greenhouse gases, and also because they

often have to be transported right around the world before they reach us. We

have to stop that, though, and replace it with a sustainable circular economy.

This replacement could be humanity’s best and most important project, a

project for all of us (see the appendix of this book). So we have to start there, I

think, as we reflect on our street blockade actions.

XR’s third demand is supposed to ensure that this transformation of our

societies takes place democratically and in a socially just manner. The basic

idea is this: a societal change as drastic as the one required by an imminent

zero-emissions society needs democratic oversight in the form of citizens’ as-

semblies, which should advise and help decide which laws would guarantee a

fair transformation for everyone.Otherwise, there is an enormous danger that
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only privileged groups will redistribute power to their own advantage. Our ar-

gument is that we needmore democracy, not less.

Does humanity have unwritten laws?

At the centre of all these discussions is a fundamental question: how do we

legitimise our civil disobedience to other adults and convince a large enough

proportion to join us (Chenoweth’s research says that only three or four percent

would be necessary for fundamental change; Chenoweth 2012)?Why is this not

simply a violationof rights?Whydoeshistory show that societies can change in

this way – and above all, that this is almost the only way that they can change?

During this time, my work at the university helps me, as does my work on

an article for the culture section of the biggest Swedish daily newspaper, DN,

which is soon published. Already two thousand years ago, Antigone made one

of the famous speeches in literary history, challenging the ruler, Creon, on a

stage in ancient Greece: in her speech, she says that there are “unwritten laws”

of humanity, of reason,which aremore important than the written laws. If we

do not follow them, we are no longer human, and life makes no sense. And for

those laws, it isworth riskingeverything. Just asRosaParks insistedonher seat

in the part of the bus which was reserved for white people (having prepared as

carefully as possible, as part of a hard-working grassroots human-rights or-

ganisation). The question then arises: what is this compass against which we

can measure a law in a democracy and declare it illegitimate? What is it that

is important to the strikers and which gives these unwritten laws of humanity

legitimacy and allows them to turn against the existing laws in order to fight

for other, more important ones, which are still unwritten?Why is this not just

a riot by a mob (on the theory of civil disobedience: Braun 2017)?

In the last thirty years, including in the newer tradition of critical theory

(from Habermas and Honneth to Menke and Forst – unlike Adorno and Mar-

cuse, see Biro 2011 for the relation between critical theory and the sustainabil-

ity crises), most humanities institutions at universities across the world have

answered this question as follows: what is legal is not fixed, but results from

negotiations, at the end of which equality and freedom often emerge as the

compass,although they are oftendefined indifferentways and canalso be aug-

mentedwithothernorms.But in the timeof “newmaterialism”,and“convivial-

ism” (Vetter 2021; Hickel 2020), this partly liberal, partly postmodern thinking

(in popularised versions) now seems to be reaching its limits.Because you can’t

negotiate with planetary boundaries and tipping points.The oceans cannot be
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cooled by the arguments of postmodernity; suffering does not disappear that

way, either.

So what is the standard by which all laws must be measured (see also the

chapter on democracy)? It is found in the declaration of human rights and in

the constitutions of most countries: the equally inviolable dignity of all peo-

ple (Menke/Pollmann 2017; Bieri 2016). (Extending this thought, duringXR ac-

tions we draw attention to Swedish emergency law; our actions are legal be-

cause they protect people’s lives and health.)

And at the same time, in my lectures at Stockholm University I test out

the idea that this dignity can be viewed from two perspectives. Seeing people

as having dignity means, on the one hand, not dominating others, and that

means eliminating relations of domination, whether in terms of gender (pa-

triarchy), ethnicity (racism), class (exploitation) or other realms of inequality

(Collins 2019); that is familiar from all humanities and social science subjects.

The second perspective is that of care and attention. It is not enough just to

avoid dominating others. Seeing people as having dignity also means taking

their needs seriously, not letting anyone starve or abandoning them to illness,

and so on. Or with a metaphor: the standard measuring civil disobedience

is the maintenance and repair of what we could call our shared “fabric of

integrity”, the material of our dignity; what breaks when someone starves,

when someone is hit, when children are left alone with their fear (see Fopp

2016).Thismetaphor also aims tomake clear how close we are to nature and to

the material from which we are made, the living vulnerable physicality which

connects us with the whole network of the plant and animal world. It is this

dimension of the fabric of integrity which is most important for many of us

activists; it is what many of the children’s and YA books I discuss with my

students are about, and it is what theories such as feminism, ecologism, post-

socialism and postcolonialism aim to protect (Emmett/Nye 2017; Hickel 2020;

Fraser 2022). Isn’t it about upholding the laws of humanity, which Antigone

was already talking about? In order to protect them, we adults have to join

together just as the young people of FFF are showing us, when they refuse to

go to school even though they are legally obliged to do so.That is what I think

during these days. The children with their alarming future have no voice in

our democratic constitutional state.That is why we have to stand up.

Onthe28thofOctober, JairBolsonaro is electedas thenewpresidentofBrazil,

with 55 percent of the vote.
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Magic in Mynttorget

It is raining again, and it is terribly cold, mid-November, a perfectly normal

strike day.The young people are still sitting on the paving stones, on their yoga

mats and rucksacks. Some stand to one side, with their raincoats and umbrel-

las. I look up frommy place next to the flowerpot, lost in thought after a con-

versationwith a journalist fromone of the big international newspapers like Le

Monde,DerSpiegel orElPais,whichnowcome toMynttorget everyweek. It’s not

really raining properly, so it doesn’t matter if you let an umbrella spin around.

We look across at the parliament building. “Can’t you float up like Mary Pop-

pins?” I ask. “You could fly over there and shake everything up.”That would be

something.Magic.We are the creatures that can imagine.That might be what

most distinguishes us from other animals. We can come up with fantasies of

both good and evil. If the technology of the umbrella works together with the

natural power of the wind andwith the humanwill, then we’re able to imagine

that magic might come about.

That is the central formula of our lectures on the theory of imagination and

fantasy: the magic of the imagination is somehow connected with the way in

which humans elevate nature and technology to a freedom combining vulner-

ability and power. It becomes a problem if people set up nature or technology

to use as forces against each other, rather than being united.We use this per-

spective to analyse children’s books andfilms, fromMomo toHarryPotter andTi-

tanic, that megalomaniac masculine project of technology which collides with

raw nature.

At some point months later, I begin to notice that there’s something in

Mynttorget that has become the centre of everything, something the children

have “inherited”, as they say.They are so obvious; they stand there so elegantly

and naturally that they are practically hidden. The street lamps. Electricity is

here in person. Maybe we as a society have still not really examined or under-

stood what the mysterious scientist Tesla landed us all in when he succeeded

in making alternating current travel long distance and thus made modern life

and the modern city possible. They bring warmth, promise security, vivacity,

community. And somewhere at the other end of the line is the coal, the oil,

the gas, the atomic power plant. Where there ought to be wind, water, sun.

Sustainabilitymeans creating structures inwhich nature and technology don’t

appear as opposites, you could argue. A wind turbine follows this better coop-

erative logic; not the logic of burning up resources.We ought to be expanding

our use of a healthy form of electricity, just like the electricity in our nerves.
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The young people stand there under the streetlamps, which always switch off

just when they sit down early on Friday mornings, and use their brains. Little

electric impulses jump across the synapses, connecting cell with cell, idea with

idea, and out comes a plan.

The global network is born – the digital heart of Fridays for Future
emerges, along with the idea of the global strike

It is an inhospitable November evening, ice is falling from the sky outside, and

Fridays forFuture is agood twomonthsold.EveryFriday,small groupsof strik-

ers gather inmany locations,most of themstill in Sweden,but also inBerlin: in

front of the BrandenburgGate,Barbara can be found happily tweeting out pic-

tures of her six or seven companions into the world. And often that is around

the number of people that turn up, six or seven, in some places they are a var-

ied mix of young people and pensioners, gathering week after week behind a

cardboard sign. Everything is registered and documented in Mynttorget and

spread across the wide world.

I walk up and down too, trying to understand our role as scientists; there

are about three or four of us nowwho turn up every week. Janine waves tome.

It’s about the preparations for an event as part of “Climate Alarm,” which is

organised every year by all the climate movements. She explains that Climate

Alarm is an internationally coordinated demonstration with speeches. The
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whole thing is supposed to take place in December on a Saturday, not a Friday.

I nod, slightly sceptical. While the young people discuss whether they should

start appearing in public under their real names and accepting the many

requests for interviews, Janine tells me: “I’ve added you to the chat.”

It is a small Facebook chat called “Climate Alarm FFF.” Initially, there are

only seven or eight of us taking part, a motley collection of people from dif-

ferent generations and different European countries,Brice fromLuxembourg,

Marta from Portugal, Benjamin from France, Andreas from Denmark. Young

people fromSweden aswell as their peers from Ireland, Scotland,Holland and

so on. It is one of hundreds of chats which are started in these months. But it

is a special one. All those who gather are volunteers who organise demonstra-

tions and other activities in their local communities. It is precisely not about

NGOs, but about real grassroots movements.

But chats or WhatsApp groups cannot replace actual meetings.The group

soon plans a first Zoom meeting for this Climate Alarm project. Eight pm on

a Sunday. So begins an important part of the history of the international Fri-

days for Future (online) network. Week by week, month by month, the pulse

emerges which becomes the digital centre of FFF. In this chat and in Zoom

meetings, the idea for aglobal strike is born, thedate of the 15thofMarch is dis-

cussed and decided, the strike is coordinated and organised. In this chat, and

soon also in theWhatsApp groups, the crisis over the Strasbourg trip to the EU

parliament is dealt with and the numbers of participants are counted up after

the global strikes. As an old relic, it will survive all technical innovations – the

move to Discord, then Telegram – and it represents the information channel

usedby everyonewhen theywant to reach the other central figures of the global

movement quickly.

By January at the latest, there is a competing WhatsApp channel, but it is

semi-anonymous, and everything quickly becomes a conflict. The same goes

for the Telegram channels. This old Facebook chat keeps its name, and so the

digital headquarters of FFF continues to be called “Climate Alarm”.Much later,

after the second global strike in May and the fights with the NGOs who join,

the chat loses its function and abruptly goes quiet from one day to the next,

after almost a year. It did a good job.

Early in December, like little seedlings from the original plant, other small

chats sprout from it, as do regular Zoommeetingswhich blossom into the cen-

tral communication channels of FFF: the strikedates chat, the chat forwelcom-

ing new countries, the logo/arts chat, and so on.There is no principle of meri-

tocracy or representation here: someonemay only have been to one strike, and
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there could be ten participants from the same country. In these early times,

this principle rules over all others. FFF is a network initiated and run by young

people, not an organisation.

The movement has found its digital home, and even if these meetings still

only have a few participants, most of whom come from Europe, the young ac-

tivists knowwhere thepulsebeats,wherepeople canfindoutwhat’s happening

across the world: the indigenous population of South America is soon repre-

sented, along with the rebels from Australia, the young graphic designers, led

by Yacine from France, as well as the Canadians who are working on getting

their government to declare a climate emergency. New groups form in India,

Ukraine, Bangladesh. The agenda is usually put together on an ad hoc basis.

Early on, “FFF’s demands” are always on the list, a point which will put the

whole movement to the test.

And suddenly someonehas the ideaof a global strike.UnlikeExtinctionRe-

bellion, Fridays for Future was always, from the beginning, focused on global

social justice. “Equity” and “social justice” are termswhich are sent out into the

world early on byGreta and theMynttorget group, as well as by the Swiss-wide

meeting of activists. Not that this point was not important for XR, but XR’s

focus is on the capital of each country, on specific blockades and the idea of

democratic citizens’ assemblies. Meanwhile, the young people of Fridays for

Future have seen themselves from the first moment onward as part of a whole

generation, as a globalmovement: “There is no planet B,” say those who live ev-

erywhere on this “planet A.” So the idea of a globally coordinated strike is not

so unlikely; on the contrary. The question keeps coming up: when should this

huge strike takeplace?What can it achieve?Ashappens sooften in theseweeks,

once an idea is in the air, it cannot be taken back.There are no hierarchies, and

no one can insist on bans or priorities. Among those of us who are inMynttor-

get, there is a certain level of scepticism: isn’t it better just to keep on striking

once a week? A huge strike could disrupt that tradition and tie up toomany re-

sources. But then someone suggests a date, the 15th of March, and from then

on the ball is rolling.

“Why should we choose the 15th of March specifically for the strike?” “Yes,

we know that XR is starting their big blockade of London on the 15th of April;

shouldn’t we choose the 7th ofMarch instead?We need enough distance.”They

go through the holidays of the most active countries, as well as the bank holi-

days,making sure that there won’t bemany people who can’t strike on the cho-

sen day because they have a day off anyway.The 8th of March is International

Women’s Day, and FFF wants to honour that and not compete with it.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


74 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

But the fact that the world will strike on the 15th of March is ultimately

down to the environment representative of Stockholm, Katharina Luhr. The

young people of Mynttorget want to approach her this autumn with their de-

mands: they are calling on her to present a plan of how it could be possible to

keep to the budget of greenhouse gas emissions drawn up for Stockholm by

Professor Kevin Anderson and other researchers in Uppsala.The 15th ofMarch

seems to be an excellent date for a deadline; four months should be enough to

make a plan.On the 15th ofMarch, the city of Stockholmwill not have come up

with any plan to reduce emissions, but that will be forgotten amid the global

uprising.

Sometimes, when a few countries suddenly lose their way, I post a re-

minder of FFF’s basic numbers on the climate budget in this main chat.

Otherwise, I back off as much as possible, and only intervene if I think every-

thing is falling apart. Often – almost always – those moments come when a

small group or an individual suddenly wants to speak for the wholemovement

or tries to change the direction of the network fundamentally, such as by

changing its name. Or when adults push to the front. “We can support the

young people, but we are not FFF. We have to respect that. The young people

are the movement,” I often say. I insist on that, and keep pointing to Roger

Hart’s text (Hart 1992), which he wrote for UNICEF, and which describes

how adults can help young people with the projects they come up with, with-

out suddenly taking over leadership of those projects. As adults, we have to

organise ourselves, I think.

While Extinction Rebellion does not develop so well in the next months,

Fridays for Future blossoms. The fact that the original Facebook chat and the

online meetings have such success, at least at the beginning, is also because

they are focused on action, organised to plan concrete events on concrete days,

starting with the Climate Alarm on the 9th of December, and then the 15th of

March. It was never purely an organisational chat or a crowd of all the peo-

ple who want to work with FFF, but a quite pragmatic chat in which everyone

is preparing something together. This means that it has a clear focus. All the

people who are at the Zoommeetings are bothmore and less than themselves:

they don’t have to show how clever they are, but can also just listen to what

ideas there are and what the others can agree on. People can also say that they

are completely new and have no idea about anything. It is really a place with-

out prestige, a village square in the best sense, ameeting place, a digital Mynt-

torget, where people can solve smaller problems directly, as well as concocting

bigger plans and dividing them out into other chats and Zoommeetings.
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Without this centre, even rebel movements probably don’t work, we theo-

rise as we shake our heads over thosewho are turning XR in Sweden intomore

and more of an NGO or organisation. XR Sweden also had a channel like that

which guaranteed its success. When the channel dissolved in December, XR

Sweden almost completely disappeared for months. There may be an organi-

sation with clearly defined working groups and roles with tasks (based on the

models of Holacracy and Self Organising Systems), but the centre falls away

alongwith the focus onprotest actions (see the chapter about grassrootsmove-

ments later in the book for a new theoretical approach and the research litera-

ture). “Decentralised”, desirable as it may be, then just means that those with

themost resources and informal power do something without really involving

the rest: the law of the strongest often prevails when people talk about “decen-

tralisation”.

FFF remains, in these crucial months, free of the influence of organised,

paid climate professionals, from adults in NGOs and institutions. Among the

adults who help out, none are employed to do so, and almost none belong to

an NGO, let alone being paid by one; this is an organically growing grassroots

movement. Many right-wing and some left-wing journalists and politicians

don’t want to believe that.But it is a youth strike.And in some countries,NGOs

such as BUND,WWF, 350,Avaaz andGreenpeace try – at best – to support the

strikers, which is appreciated, and at worst, to influence their methods of or-
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ganising and their thematic focus.The young people themselves react critically

to this. The basis of Fridays for Future consists of Tindra, Isabelle, Ell, Simon

and Greta, and everyone else in the square; later, in Switzerland, it is Loukina,

Lena, Fanny, Jonas,Matthias and Paula; in Uganda it is Hilda andVanessa.Not

paid, organised adults. But NGO-isation and the accompanying weakening of

the actual youth uprising and their grassroots movement is a danger of which

the young people themselves are aware; and it will never disappear.

The Climate Alarm day itself, for which the original FFF chat was initiated,

is almost forgotten at the beginning of December, amid the excitement of FFF

andXR events. It has fulfilled its historic role: itmeant that a digital centrewas

created for the climate justice movements.
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November – December 2018:

The (climate-)scientific background

The first speech in Sweden – the evening at Oscarsteatern

And so, at the end ofNovember, two of themost importantweeks in the history

of Fridays for Future begin.

It is amildMonday evening, the 26th ofNovember, andGreta stands on the

stage of the theatre, in the centre of Stockholm.The room is full;more than 800

people have come to “An evening for the climate” with music and talks. Before

and after Greta’s appearance, there are speeches by Archbishop Antje Ackelen,

former president of the Club of Rome Anders Wijkman, and Greta’s father. In

between, her mother sings Swedish songs, accompanied by her own chamber

orchestra. This is the only time when the family can be seen all together in all

these months.The project of the strike movement belongs to Greta, and she is

careful to ensure that it does not becomemixed up with her parents’ activism;

for years, they have been active in the cause of refugees, for example, and in

Sweden they are well-known people.

“Hej,” says Greta. “Hej,” says the whole audience.The speech is about eight

minutes long and packed with information, biographical descriptions of her

Asperger syndrome, the depression she has overcome, and the connection of

that with the climate crisis. Formany children across theworld, talking openly

about an Asperger’s diagnosis is liberating; it is not only an obstacle but can

also be a superpower. And so Greta comes to the most important facts: the av-

erage Swede causes emissions of ten to eleven tons of CO2 per year; that should

be less than two. Emissions must sink by more than ten percent per year, be-

cause we can only emit a small CO2 budget, otherwise the earth will become

hotter bymore than 1.5 degrees, and in just a few years this budget will be used
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up (Thunberg 2019).Humans have exterminated about 80 percent ofmammals

on land and water. Every year, billions of euros are still invested in fossil fuels.

The atmosphere in the theatre is concentrated. Gradually, images and

numbers transform themselves into a clearer awareness. Ah, that’s how things

look and that’s where our planet is now. Even for those who knew about the

climate emergency and the ecological crisis, and after all that is the majority

of these grey-haired theatregoers, something peculiar happens during these

minutes. Knowledge changes from something abstract to something clearly

seen and felt. It becomes so clear that it’s as if there’s no way back. Greta gave

the same speech in English the previous day, and she posts it online as a Ted

Talk a few weeks later.

The basic principles

Fridays for Future could never have grown so quickly if there had not been a

centre from which, in these first months, no one deviates. This includes: no

specific demands beyond the reference to the Paris Agreement and the 1.5-

degree reference point of the IPCC report SR1.5; taking account of Anderson

and Rahmstorf ’s calculations of the emissions budget, meaning zero emis-

sions within the next twelve or so years in European countries; nonviolence; a

holistic approach: we need a systemic transformation, a new way of thinking,

including social justice and equality.

In Mynttorget, the only question which is really controversial, especially

among the students, is whether they can and should present more concrete

political demands and suggestions too. This will soon become the great (pro-

ductive) disputewithin themovement.But the cluster of principles is clear and

radical enough tohold thewholemovement together formonths – discussions

follow it consistently, as well as all decisions, placards, interviews. The young

people of Mynttorget do everything to emphasise it and protect it.

The scientists’ task

And so, climate and environmental sciences take centre stage.The young peo-

ple refer to them in all their interviews. And soon, the first researchers can be

found who take the side of the children and young people.
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Whether we have to remake our society sustainably without emissions

within twelve orwithin thirty years is an important question, these researchers

say. Either we are forced to pull ourselves together for a joint effort, or we’re

not. If therewere no tipping points – such as the loss of the Arctic ice – or neg-

ative self-reinforcing effects such as the melting of the permafrost, probably

nothing would be half as bad. There would be the certainty of linear develop-

ments. But that is not the case. There is a real danger that the whole system

collapses and the planet heats up by several degrees, becoming uninhabitable

for us (Lynas 2020; Rockström et al. 2009).The course we set in the next years

decides what will happen in the next century.

On the one hand, we know that stopping CO2 emissions has direct conse-

quences and will slow down the rise in temperatures.We are not simply at the

mercy of natural processes. We can take responsibility, say the scientists, and

stop digging up and burning fossil fuels.

At the beginning, it is only Maria Johansson who joins the group in the

square. She goes there and takes a stand, as an environmental scientist

at Stockholm University. Otherwise, things are quiet for a long time. For

months. Half a year. Maria works on her colleagues in the climate sciences,

but they generally don’t want to appear in the square as university researchers;

at most, they are prepared to go there as private individuals. They agree with
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the movement. In private conversations, they confirm Greta’s numbers, one

by one. But it’s not possible to take a position openly. Scientists are supposed

to be neutral. Is that true? What is the task of those who are employed by the

state to conduct research, and who see that this state is not acting adequately,

to the disadvantage of the children? Should they just watch? Intervene?

What Maria Johansson does with her daily conversations with colleagues

will show results over the months. At first, two or three will join, including

Douglas Nilsson, who will play a central role in the founding of Scientists

for Future. And finally, from March onward, all of us in Mynttorget will be

joined by almost the whole of the Bolin Centre, which brings together climate

researchers fromuniversities across the city.Theywill come to the squarewith

great enthusiasm and a giant placard: “Questions about the climate? Ask us.”

Among them are some of the most well-known researchers in the world.They

feel that they must act and support the strikers, officially, because politicians

are operatingwith “incorrect”,misleading numbers and parameters, or ignor-

ing the real facts entirely: the Swedish goal of zero emissions by 2045 does not

tally with the Paris Agreement, they say, and above all, Sweden is not even on

the way to this distorted goal (see Urisman Otto 2022).

The strikers have suddenly opened up a space for them. Some of re-

searchers have been cursing privately in their offices for decades, but haven’t

dared to do anything. Now they can, with the protection of the ten young

people. They say: what the politicians are doing, and in fact all the parties, is

risking a rise in temperatures of two or three degrees within the next seventy

years which will make nightmares come true; and the floods and droughts are

already happening now, everywhere. Food and water supplies for all people

are threatened (Wallace-Wells 2019).

They see the whole picture, what researchers call the “great acceleration”

(seeRaworth 2018): howall the curves develop inparallel and continueupwards

evermore steeply, like hockey sticks.That’s the acceleration: CO2 emissions are

accelerating, as is the rise in temperatures through the fossil society, the pro-

duction of waste, the consumption of water, the eradication of animal species;

the increase in gross national product through the fossil economy; the acidifi-

cation and over-fishing of the oceans – this is how the “earth system” is react-

ing to socio-economic factors and becoming feverish.This “acceleration”must

be stopped; that is our task.

Particularly in the earlymonths, I amnot quite sure ofmyself during these

discussions of scientific details, and that is why I gradually build up a network.

From late September, I introduce the concept of #ScientistsForFuture (much
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later, S4F will be “properly” founded in Germany), and sometimes I stand in

the square with a Scientists for Future sign. We form study groups and read

research by Schellnhuber (2015), Rahmstorf (2019), Anderson (2019), and Rock-

ström (2019), but also work which is more critical of the emerging movement.

We talk to colleagues at Stockholm University such as Frida Bender and Dou-

glas Nilsson, and with Line Gordon at the Stockholm Resilience Centre, one

of the most renowned institutions in sustainability research worldwide, and

they also stand together with the young people on the stage during the second

and third global strikes in May and September. In the night before a strike,

they phone us: we have made a giant snowball and we need a freezer behind

the stage – where can we get one? They appear with the 1000-page IPCC re-

port and wave it at the 10 000 young people in the audience. All of them agree:

most politicians distort the picture of the state of the earth and the reaction

that would be needed.

Figure 1: “The great acceleration” – the background of the climate crisis

From: Steffen,W. et al. (2015)

Sowhat is at stake?What is certain is the connection between the emission

of greenhouse gases and the rise in temperatures.This correlation can be esti-

mated verywell by the scientific community, and already has been for 40 years.

That means we can calculate how much CO2 (and equivalents) can be emitted
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if the earth is not to become more than 0.4 degrees warmer than the 1.1 de-

grees that have already been caused. In 2018, this budget is around 420 Gt, if

we follow the scenario in the IPCC 1.5 Special Report (as explained in a more

profound way in the chapter on the Smile meeting).

Why is the talk of “net zero emissions in 2050” so unfortunate, then? Zero

emissions of greenhouse gases wouldmean that we can no longer breathe out.

That is obviously a nonsensical goal.The zero emissions which we need would

mean that the carbon dioxide and methane we emit are so small in quantity

that they can be reabsorbed by forests and other natural processes. Then the

goalwouldbemet,meaning thatnoextraCO2would reach theatmosphere and

trap warmth.The Keeling curve, which shows the rise in CO2 concentration in

the air, would no longer rise, for the first time in decades. This concentration

must bepusheddownbelow350ppmagain; it is currently higher than417ppm,

probably higher than it has ever been in the history of humanity. In the last

millennia, CO2 concentration was always at around 280 ppm. In a century, we

have changed thewhole system radically, the entire composition of the air.The

heat is being trapped. So far, so uncontroversial, so disastrous.

The problem is that it is no longer about not looking for more oil, coal and

gas, as the GAP report by the UN shows (GAP 2019). Already with the existing

infrastructure (coal power plants, oil refineries etc.), more greenhouse gases

are emitted than is possible if we want to avoid heating the earth by more

than 1.5 to 2 degrees in comparison with pre-industrial times, adhering to

the Paris Agreement. And that is where the politicians – including those who

otherwise avoid risks – start their Russian roulette. Many of them say that we

should reach “net zero” by 2050, and that afterwards we will have to make use

of significant negative emissions throughwhich carbon dioxide will be sucked

out of the air and stored in the ground (even though it is entirely unclear how

that is possible with such quantities). In principle, all the scenarios imagined

by European governments assume that there will be enormous technologi-

cal negative emissions (see Thunberg 2022). Gigantic quantities of CO2 will

have to be stored underground. Most people have no idea about that. A few

researchers describe this as a declaration of war by the generation of fifty-

year-old politicians against their own children (Stiegler 2020). No scalable

technology exists, and plans for “solar geoengineering” sound disastrous to

most of us, since they could put the whole “earth system” in danger. It would

be sensible not to chop down any more forests (on all these problems, see the

chapter on “many fights”).
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Apart from that, governmentswhich are supposedly some of themost pro-

gressive in the world want to take a fifty-percent risk that the goal will not be

reached.And they ignore the fact that throughair pollution (aerosols),up to0.6

degrees of global heating may already be built into the system (see Rahmstorf

2020).

What does thatmean for policies?By around2030or a fewyears later, there

shouldn’t really be any larger sources of emissions anymore, according to Ste-

fan Rahmstorf and Kevin Anderson, who are also two of the most important

scientists for the Fridays For Future movement; not in Europe or the richer

countries, for reasons of justice. Schellnhuber (2015) says in his monumental

work that by 2040 thewhole worldmust leave fossil energy behind.No quanti-

ties of coal, oil or gas should be burned anymore. Not for heating, for cars, for

planes or for the steel or cement industries, and hardly any methane from the

animals we eat.

That is – as I see it – why the young people are sitting in front of the par-

liament. That parliament decided on 2045 as its zero emissions goal. Such a

goal takes no account of tipping points, feedback loops, or social justice and

fairness, equity; it relies on problematic technologies and takes an enormous

risk that everything will go wrong.The wealthier western countries must, ac-

cording to the Paris Agreement, switchmore quickly to a sustainable economy

than thepoorerones.Theymust alsohelppoorer countriesmassively tofinance

their transformation, the Agreement says (Thanki 2019). Even some environ-

mental and climate scientists hardly take that on board; and so many politi-

cians ignore it.Apublic debatemust begin, looking atwhat justice couldmean,

I say to myself in these days of autumn 2018.

Global perspectives and the unjust classroom

At this time, youngpeople in the so-calledGlobal South are also starting to take

notice of the movement. There are messages on Twitter from Vanessa, Leah

and Hilda in Uganda, a few children in Nigeria and Kenya, and several groups

of students from Bangladesh,Mexico, Brazil and Pakistan.

The global structure of the economic system, which many researchers re-

gard as unjust (see e.g. Hickel 2018) is often the subject of the sustainability

lectures which my colleagues and I give at the university. You could say that

the struggle of the politicians in Sweden, Switzerland and the US to preserve

the “fossil order” is directed not just against the generation of young people in
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those politicians’ own countries, but above all against the children in the most

affected areas (Margolin 2020). They have made the smallest contribution by

far to CO2 emissions, and they are already feeling the consequences of global

warming much more severely, the droughts, the floods, but also the results of

deforestation.

For that reason, the young people chant at all the strikes everywhere in the

world – and it is perhaps the only universal concept in these months – “We

want climate justice.” What goes for the situation within the individual coun-

tries also goes for the global situation: a small proportion of people – the rich-

est ten percent – are responsible for emitting more than 50 percent of green-

house gasses (Anderson 2019), and those same people own more than 80 per-

cent of wealth, even in seemingly democratic countries such as Sweden and

Switzerland (Cervenka 2022).Thatwould be, I say tomy twenty students in the

university classroom, as if two of you were to ownmore or less everything, an

enormous concentration of power would emerge – and those two simultane-

ously blighted or even destroyed everyone else’s lives with their emissions.The

question is then – why should anyone accept that?This injustice is also the rea-

sonwhymany youngpeople take to the streets.Thatmakes sense tomost of the

students; they already react strongly to the smallest sign of injustice when we

work together. What is still missing is the determination to stand up and put

an end to it; what researchers call “agency”.

Historically, the piling up of enormous wealth by the richest section of

western society is directly connected with extracting fossil fuels such as coal

from countries in the Global South, I go on to explain in my lectures on sus-

tainability – andwith the exploitation of the people who live there (Malm 2017;

Bellamy Foster 2010; Fraser 2022). The uprising which is starting to develop

throughGreta’swork in thesemonths also becomes anuprising by the children

of those countries which are most disadvantaged by the fossil society. At the

university, we agree that it is about thinking of democracy in a new way and

making this new way a reality, not just within individual nations or within

local economic systems, but also globally.

The climate scientist who emphasises this perspective on social justice and

global fairness, again and again, is Kevin Anderson.
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The idea of the emissions budget

Of all the scientistswhowere important for these first sixmonths of FFF,Kevin

Anderson stands out. A professor in Manchester, he is employed at the Uni-

versity of Uppsala in the crucial years for Fridays for Future. That is where I

visit him, as do other climate activists, including Greta and her parents. The

university centre where he works, CEMUS (founded by two students, Niclas

HällströmandMagnusTuvendal, and student-led aswell as transdisciplinary),

generally plays a central role in the spread of the climatemovements.Kevin has

the personality of a character in a play; wiry and equipped with a warm sense

of justice, not prepared to make bad compromises just to impress colleagues,

with a dry British sense of humour, and not one to avoid productive conflict,

even on Twitter, with a concise, clear style. His speciality is calculating emis-

sions budgets,meaning the piece of the pie of carbon dioxide emissionswhich

we can still have if we want to hold up the process of global heating. Without

him, themovementwould have beenmissing an important piece of the puzzle.

Thecrucial insight is this: it is not evenabout settinggoals like “Wewantnet

zero in 2050,” as we hear from the EU, Switzerland and Sweden (in Sweden’s

case: 2045). It is only the absolute figures that count, the levels of gases being

emitted.That’s what it’s about.The fact that governments pay no attention to

these “budgets”, but only talk about abstract goals, comes across as a deliberate

piece of deception.

What our governments ought to decide would be to make real emissions

transparent and show whether we are keeping to our budget. This is what

all ministers explicitly refuse to do (including the German minister Svenja

Schulze, who refused to answer several times when asked by ZDF). Probably

because then most people would realise that the policy currently established

in Europe does not in any way reduce emissions by more than ten percent

per year. We really need plans for how that reduction could happen, sector

by sector, and in a systemic, just way. That is the main job of the ministries

right now, according to many researchers (Anderson et al. 2020). But even at

universities, barely anyone dares to say that. Anderson also points that out,

criticising the academy at least as much as he criticises policies (on possible

transformations of schools and universities: see the chapter on education).
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Figure 2: The required reduction in emissions (with a budget of 420 Gt)

Graph: Robbie Andrew

Anderson’s companion in this struggle to push through emissions budgets

rather than abstract net zero goals is Stefan Rahmstorf, who visits the chil-

dren in Mynttorget, a central figure at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Im-

pact Research together with Joachim Schellnhuber, who officially advises the

government, and Johan Rockström, the Swede who previously drew attention

to the climate crisis here in Stockholm. Like Anderson, Rahmstorf often uses

Twitter as his political megaphone and is not shy about approaching the Ger-

man government directly.He reacts vehemently to AngelaMerkel’s first longer

comment on Fridays for Future. At the world security conference in Munich,

the German prime minister seems to imply that Fridays for Future is actually

an initiative controlled by Russian internet trolls. But it is not Russian trolls,

but Greta, Isabelle and Loukina who are working on this.

Gradually, a network of the most well-known and important climate sci-

entists emerges, supporting the group in Mynttorget: Douglas Nilsson from

Stockholm, Michael Mann from Philadelphia, Julia Steinberger from Leeds,

Kathryn Hayhoe and Reto Knutti from Zurich, and so on. Twenty of the most

renowned institutes worldwide are represented. Already early on, Rahmstorf
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tweets a graph which Greta retweets several times, showing how emissions

have to “peak” in 2020, before drastically declining.

As we can all see, because the temperature difference between the last ice

age and our current Holocene is only four degrees, rises in temperature by two

degrees or even by four are associated with far-reaching changes to the con-

ditions in which so many of us creatures live. If nature has a thousand years

to adapt, it can do so. We are provoking such a change within a period of one

hundred years. This means that the danger is very real that we will pass – or

have already passed – tipping points in the climate system fromwhich we can

no longer come back.

Figure 3: Tipping points in the climate system

Graph: According to PIK-Potsdam

But, as argued by many in the FFF and XR movement, this approach and

thewhole concept of emission budgets is really almost cynical in itself. Already

in the last hundred years, burning coal and oil has caused a drastic rise in the

global temperature of around one degree. Hundreds of thousands of people
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have lost and are losing their homes due to drought and floods (Wallace-Wells

2019).

Natural scientists are not the only kind

But in these winter days at the universities, it is not only natural scientists

who are waking up. Mynttorget is regularly visited by the educationalists and

sustainability researchers Isabelle Letellier, Leif Dahlberg andKristin Persson.

And fromNovember, a small circle of researchers gather almost everyWednes-

day evening in a dark room at our small institute at Stockholm University:

“Blackbox humanities” is the name of the project.

Outside it is already dark, early now, the snowflakes whirling through the

air.All different departments of StockholmUniversity are represented, includ-

ing education and psychology, but also the Karolinska Institute for Medicine,

specifically neurology and psychophysiology. Now we want to develop a new

centre where Stockholm children would be able to play not just with science

experiments but also with the social sciences and the humanities. The topic:

how would a sustainable democracy look, one which would pay attention to

their perspective and get children involved. That reminds me of quite a sim-

ilar small group of researchers who pursued this question a century earlier,

looking intensively for a more adequate image of humanity. From this group

came parts ofmodern psychology (Köhler), biology (Goldstein), education the-

ory (Wertheimer), and philosophy (Merleau-Ponty), gestalt theorists, as they

are called, because they focus on holistic connections, on the whole picture,

on systemic changes (Fopp 2016). And if they had not been scattered across

the world due to the political contempt for humanity that prevailed before the

Second World War, many of them being Jewish citizens in Europe, perhaps

the university as an institution would have developed differently. The central

theme of all this research: what does it mean to be truly in democratic contact

with oneself and with others? How can we make this non-alienated exchange

possible?

We are searching for a new concept of humanity – humans have bodies,

social interactions, compassion and imagination, and are connected to their

environments, including at the university and as researchers (see the chapter

about education towards the end of the book). If we do not let ourselves be

touched existentially by our research, and take action in society accordingly,

we are not taking our research seriously; this is one of the claims made by the

“transformative” tradition of research (Leavy 2009). It is about connecting re-
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search and teachingwith the experiences of those affected; but also with being

able to act and wanting to act. That is what we are trying out as we develop

the new courses.How can this ability called “agency” be taught? A possible an-

swer would be: through a combination of explaining facts, being playful so as

to awaken the desire to act, and creating concrete possibilities. And bymaking

sure that we teachers are setting an example. After all, students do notice if we

don’t take our own research seriously and behave inconsistently outside of the

lecture hall.

Thinking about being in contact on equal terms – that is my actual field of

research, a mixture of neurophysiology, psychology, education theory and po-

litical science. It is about understanding howwe can shape our everydayworld,

our work, play and life in such a way – globally, too – that we don’t cut our-

selves and others off from ourselves unnecessarily by relations and structures

of domination, becoming “alienated”, but instead enter into a good form of

democratic exchange. If there is a centre or a core of the future zero emissions

society, a compass guiding the general talk about “respect for the limits of the

planet and the basic needs of all people”, then it is precisely that, I argue inmy

lectures: creating circumstancesbeyonddomination inwhich this doubly good

humane contact to ourselves and to others is possible, for everyone.

This practical knowledge is often lacking at universities (see McGeown/

Barry 2023) – for example, knowledge of how easily children can become tense

and cut off contact to themselves and to others, as analysed by the Alexander

technique, for instance, as well as Bowlby’s (2010) attachment theory and the

developmental psychology of Winnicott (2005) and Daniel Stern (Fopp 2016).

Thismeans thatwe lack the practical, democratic knowledge to create humane

social spaces, and that there is no basis for the foundations of many subjects

with regard to their content (from architecture and economics to history, law,

philosophy and education), or for the approach to teaching methods. These

could – in sustainability studies, too – take their cue from the fact that we are

social, creative, interactive creatures who can dominate each other or enter

into a caring exchange (see the chapter about education).

This is also noticed bymany of the students who go on strike: even courses

focusing on environmental sciences seem not to have any existential anchor-

ing in the current political situation or in the natural surroundings. But this

makes it very difficult to gain a real understanding of the context.That is why

the courses at the advanced CEMUS institute in Uppsala combine aspects of

climate research with philosophy (see Raffoul 2022).
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If we share this idea, it becomes clear that we would need a new wave of

enlightenment, a really new way of thinking and of seeing ourselves as liv-

ing creatures on a living planet. As long as tutors are neither able to analyse

their own behaviour in the spaces of the university in terms of intersectional

power relations (see e.g. Carbin/Edenheim 2013), nor knowledgeable in prac-

tical terms about how they can see through these power relations and reshape

them by creating democratic spaces (Johnstone 1987), nor able to understand

when real contact breaks off and how it is created physiologically, barely any
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real education can take place – the social sciences and the humanities, includ-

ing economics, are training people up who do not defend themselves against

the climate crisis, because they lack this fundamental democratic dimension

in their education. Such is the claim of this tradition of research. They only

possess abstract knowledge.

That could change quickly, according to my plan. The disciplines could be

joined together in new sustainability centres, by a grassroots movement such

as #ScientistsForFuture, with teachers from all fields. This is not just about

introducing ethics, empathy and compassion in schools and universities, but

about making forms of domination visible, playing with the circumstances in

which they occur, and creating the opposite: making the dignity of everyone

visible so that we can feel and see it. Being at the centre of the concept of hu-

man rights, this “dignity” belongs to everyone and is not linked to (good or bad)

actions and deeds – as philosophers stress (Menke/Pollmann 2017); no one has

to deserve or earn their dignity, andnoone can lose their right to it, even if they

go against ethics and damage the common fabric of integrity.

These are some themes we talk about long into night at our Wednesday

evening group in the university.We’ve even been joined by artists such asMats

Bigert, who sketches ideas about how this “democratic materiality” can be ex-

plored. One day during these weeks, he creates (with Lars, Åsa, Michael, and

many more) Artists For Future, who join the young ones in front of the par-

liament. And soon, their ranks are swelled by psychologists, teachers, nurses,

parents, grandparents, doctors and writers, a whole society… for future.

Winter sets in and the Mynttorget group doubles in size

Then something radical happens.Mynttorget changes.The ice-cream stall has

disappeared. And early on a Friday morning, a truck comes rolling up. It is

the almondman. In the Swedish winter, small stalls appear everywhere in the

cities, where passers-by can buy mulled wine and roasted almonds – if they

think they are capable of stuffing the little sweets into their mouths without

getting them stuck to their thick gloves. The almond truck stops at precisely

the place in the square (this part is called Tage Erlander Square) where Greta

and the other young people have police clearance for their strike. The band of

rebels positions itself distrustfully.They are not looking for competition. Half

an hour later they are all sitting on their yogamats and stuffing tons of roasted

almonds into their mouths.
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But someone else appears in the square during these days. And this will

havemuch bigger consequences. Isabelle andEll, both of themseventeen years

old, join the core group, and soon they are also joined by others who are the

same age – Simon, Vega, Ebba, Astrid, Anton, Linna,Minna, Edward, Sophia,

Johanna, and many more. With this arrival of the slightly older second half

of the rebel group, Mynttorget definitively becomes the hub of the global FFF

network.Many of the newcomers quickly make contact with the international

movement which they themselves are helping to invent.

Isabelle and Ell often come at the same time to the strike place.They have

been worrying about the climate crisis for a long time and privately following

the strike from home. “I’ve been keeping updated since September, via Face-

book.” “Same here.” “But why did you choose this moment?”, I ask the two of

them during an interview for my research, who have known each other for a

long time, since they met four years ago at an animal club and environment

centre.

They gained an awareness of the idea of a general strike from the context of

the EarthStrike. At that time, they saw the climate crisis as a threat to the an-

imal world, “and I watched countless documentaries about the environment.”

“In December, I thought: that’s enough.” “Enough is enough. I can’t just sit at

home, and I feel bad because the world is ending, something like that. And

when we came, the people here were really friendly. We had really good con-

versations andmet great people.That’s why I carried on.”

At first, striking felt very strange, particularly for Isabelle. “I’m always on

time for every lesson at school, and then suddenly… I don’t go.My teacher was

confused. My parents were confused.” But then everyone sees the seriousness

behind her commitment.

Together with Vega, Simon and the others, they immerse themselves in

the emerging international networks.They make connections with the Swiss,

Jonas, Lena and Loukina, with David in Italy, Saoi in Ireland, later with Dylan

in Scotland, Alejandro in Madrid, Mitzi in the Philippines, the Belgians, the

Brazilians in Manaus, and on and on. Ell often runs global meetings together

with Loukina and Saoi. And together with Vega and Edward, they work on

building a new international Discord platform and continue the debate in

the main Facebook chat. Simon increasingly becomes the internet specialist

for the global movement, helping to build the new website and keeping an

overview of all the different social media channels.

“We came along at the moment just before FFF exploded. Before Katowice

and Davos.” “Before that it was a bit strange. No one knew exactly what was
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happening.There were still just ten of us here every week. And then suddenly

wewere part of an internationally established network –wewere part of it and

we were the centre of it. A global sensation. From the outside.” In Mynttor-

get, the atmosphere changes mainly because of the new intensity of the con-

nections. Like a brain in which the nerve cells suddenly build connections and

exchange information with each other at a furious pace, the square is trans-

formed into a busy centre.

They stay up to date and join forces with the old group: who is on strike

where in the world. Who is taking which position. “Oh no, that’s just green-

washing. And we don’t even know if that’s a real person or a fake account.”

Italy suddenly has all its passwords stolen for the socialmedia accounts; India,

too. “Oh, those people are coming upwithwhole catalogues of demands, that’s

rubbish.” “Suddenly it’s exploding everywhere.” “InBelgium,Switzerland,Ger-

many – and how we celebrated when 15 000 went on strike in Australia!” Such

numbers are still unthinkable in Stockholm or Sweden. “And themedia. At the

beginning, no one was here.”The atmosphere is changing. Andmaking people

start to dream. “I would like whole cities to join us.” “It’s enough.We’re sick of

it.”

Tindra can only agree. She represents a part of the connection to the group

of those regular strikers who sat down next to Greta in the first days. On Fri-

days she often comes to the square with a homemade cake or giantmuffins for

all the others, vegan, of course. She says that she knew that the environment

and the climate were in a bad state, and then she saw: there is something the

youngpeople could do.As time goes by, she is also the onewho appears at eight

with a few others and begins the day; and she helps hold together the Swedish

movement as a whole.

Many of the youngpeople have a very broad interest in society; they arewell

read and are also committed to other causes.They learned to look at things in

intersectional terms, seeing the connections between injustice and discrimi-

nation in relation to gender, class, ethnicity and so on.

Some of them soon take care of the Instagram account for the Swedish Fri-

days group and get involved in planning the larger strikes, but they are just as

capable of leading the masses of tens of thousands of young people their age

at a march, or answering questions in television studios. And Tindra joins Is-

abelle and Andreas and travels to the first international meeting in Strasbourg

at the EU Parliament, where they meet 60 likeminded FFF activists.

The group in Mynttorget has become so varied that it is possible to form

quite different constellations for different projects.
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Some work with others to make contact with trade unions. Others go to

schools and give talks. And someone else joins them. Isabelle suddenly has a

double in Mynttorget when Sophia turns up, her twin sister, who had been

striking on thewest coast in the firstmonths, near to the biggest oil refinery in

Sweden. She quickly takes part of the responsibility for the FFF email accounts

and for social media.

Another person who is really part of the Mynttorget group, but who lives

and strikes in Falun, is Andreas.He is so active and so frequently part of digital

exchanges that he is drawn into discussions. He reflects on what happens in

poems and songs, and he often makes the three-hour train journey to Stock-

holm for the meeting with all the other strikers.

I see how they come back, everyweek, despite their anxiety and sadness. It

is difficult to imagine how they feel when they see how their peers and friends

all over the world are already suffering now. Some of them have nightmares

about their lives in thirty years, thefights forwater and food.This isnot agame.

It is reality, it is their life.Andagain: I feel I have towakeupmycolleagues.How

can we let them fight alone?Where is everyone?Where is everyone?

And still, nothing changes politically. Yet? The negotiations for a new gov-

ernment are still going on, and have been since the young people first devel-

oped the idea of Fridays for Future in September.

But then the young ones get a completely different kind of support.
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December – January 2019: COP meeting

and climate justice

A storm is coming

In these December days, if you were to get into a hot air balloon in Mynttor-

get and slowly lift off – without burning too much gas, of course – and grad-

ually float upward further and further through air containing over 410 ppm

carbon dioxide (the villainous molecules holding in the warmth of the earth),

in the next weeks and months you’d see events following a pattern on the blue

planet down there. Inspired by Greta’s speeches or just by a picture or the ru-

mour that there is a group of children in Swedenwho are fighting back against

all the irresponsible actions of the grownups’ world, suddenly tens of thou-

sands of young people are leaving their classrooms at the same time,with sim-

ilar cardboard signs, gathering in the most important squares and demand-

ing that their parents’ generation finally pull the emergency brake. And even

if they generally refuse to do so, they have to face the question of how they

should react, as parents, as teachers, as ministers. The time of debates about

compulsory education begins, about the authorities’ duty to step in, keep the

children in their classrooms and fine the parents. Teachers and headteachers

in Berlin, Melbourne and St. Gallen are suddenly facing a dilemma. Some of

thempunish children so that the strikewill clearly be seen as disobedient (Wet-

zel 2019). What is the point if the schools support it? It becomes clear in these

weeks: the children have found a source of power which is stronger than all

others, stronger than demonstrating, writing petitions, and occupying banks.

But how do they create a united movement?
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30th of November – the first largescale strike in Australia

At this time, it’s obvious that the living planet is sick, especially in Australia.

Oneheatwave after anothermakes people, animals, andplants collapse.On the

30th of November, ten thousand children and young people suddenly stand up

and leave their classrooms in unison. It is the biggest and the first largescale

strike by the movement. And it becomes the beginning of countless others,

whichwill follow each otherweek afterweek,first in Belgium, then in Switzer-

landandgradually inmore thanahundredcountries,until on the 15thofMarch

1.5millionpeople join together for a global strike.Butwhat cameas a sensation

for most people, the young people in Mynttorget had suspected already weeks

in advance.

“Where is she, then?” I call. It is ten o’clock. The pictures travel round the

world,showingchildrenwalking through the streetsofMelbourne,Sidney,and

Perth with their placards. Australia is half a day ahead of us, so they have been

up for hours, and Janine is nowhere to be seenwith her two teenagers. She pre-

pared herself sowell for this day, Australian that she is, together with the other

childrenandmothers acrossAustralia.Shearrives towardsmidday,havinghad

hardly any sleep. Today is not just a big day for Australia. Today Greta is going

to Katowice and at the same time the other young people of Mynttorget are to

hand over a demand to the city councillor of Stockholm: there must be a car-

bon dioxide budget and a political plan showing how emissions could decrease

every year by more than ten percent. Everyone is nervous.

How is it possible that tens of thousands of young people have left their

classrooms at the same time across Australia and taken to the streets? Greta’s

interviews and speeches were picked up by the pupils there in the past weeks.

They were just the last spark in a situation that had been tense for a long time.

The firm Adani had announced that it would be building a new, gigantic coal

mine which would warm up the climate for decades.This led activist networks

to form, and they were already used by school pupils. The weather had been

out of control for a while, and temperatures of 45 degrees are no longer rare.

Young people were increasingly politically aware, like their counterparts in

America with their Sunrise movement. A few of them begin to get organised.

They quickly build a website and reach the whole nation (see Mao 2018). Jean

soon becomes one of the best-known young people and can be seen beaming

into the television cameras; she finds words for all the anger at a govern-

ment which is deliberately risking their future. Parents are there too – mainly

mothers, in fact, as will be the case across the world in the coming months.
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Along with a few NGO workers, they chat with Stockholm almost every day in

the weeks before the strike and support the young people however they can.

In Castlemaine, Victoria, some pupils have already started to strike on some

days of the week, thus becoming a model for the others.

And then, on a cold November day, weeks before the strike, the young peo-

ple in Mynttorget are sitting on their mats as usual with their eyes fixed on

an iPad: there are the faces of the young people in Australia, asking questions

about how to strike. How should they react to stupid passers-by, what do they

need to bring, what should they sit on…The children on the other side of the

world at least get the feeling that a strike is not something impossible.

The plan for the huge strike on the 30th of November becomes more solid,

and then it becomes a reality. Into an overall situation that was already politi-

cally explosive – in the context of the building of the AdaniMine – the Swedish

call for a school strike has come at exactly the right moment. And now, unwit-

tingly, the activists are also helped by the conservative prime minister Scott

Morrison, who declares in parliament that he will not tolerate a school strike

and that pupils must attend school: “Schools are not a place for activism!”This

is the best thing that could have happened. In parliament, a debate is sparked.

Even more young people are mobilised and dare to join the strike plans. At

the same time, an article by Greta is published in the Australian edition of the

Guardian (26. 11. 2018), explaining the scientific background and also present-

ing information and facts to the parents’ generation.

At exactly ten in themorningon the 30th ofNovember,more than ten thou-

sand children leave their schools,while dawn has not yet broken in Stockholm.

Thepictures go round theworld.Themovement has become international, and

we are all incredibly happy. And then comes noon and chaos breaks out.

The COP24 climate conference in Katowice

We are all busy with something else when Greta quickly grabs her sign, holds

it up and bounds off along the façade of the palace, away from Mynttorget. I

see an unbelievably dirty car. It is right there where the sign was aminute ago.

Then there’s a screech, the car speeds up and turns and Greta’s father sticks

his head out of the window. Greta is going to Poland today, to the UN climate

conference in Katowice.

The climate conference begins, and some of us in Mynttorget follow ev-

ery detail on the internet. COP ought to be a meeting of representatives of the
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world population, who should be able to use the best research in the world to

agree fair, global political change.That is why the UNFCCC and the IPCCwere

founded as “global” (research) institutions of the UN.How canwe live together

well, fairly, sustainably, on a living planet? That was what it was meant to be

about.

Climate conferences are a strangeworld unto themselves, at least inmy ex-

perience as an activist in Copenhagen in 2009 and in Paris in 2015. For us cli-

mate activists, and for nature itself, the events of 2009were a nightmarewhich

seemed to paralyse us for years afterwards. For us it felt as if the non-decision

in Copenhagen destroyed something irrevocably, and not only the possibility

of decreasing emissions. Something broke inside us, something like belief in

humanity, if you want to use big words for it. Belief in ourselves, too, perhaps.

Added to this came the brutal blows of the police, who beat us up at the final

demonstration. For the first time, we dared to use methods of civil disobedi-

ence, rather than just watching.We knew that Copenhagen ought to have been

a turning point.The heads of government ought to have pulled themselves to-

gether, freed themselves from their nationalist sympathies, put an end to the

fossil fuel regime and the lethal geopolitical games they were playing, and set

a new course (see Linnér/Wibeck2019).

As representatives of “civil society”, we sat around in a depressing “alter-

native congress centre”, knowing what could happen. That the next ten years

would be the warmest since records began. And that the emissions would con-

tinue to rise. Naomi Klein and George Monbiot were already heroes of the al-

ternative scene. But they irritated some of us.They proudly announced that a

unified protest movement was not necessary; that our strength lay in our plu-

rality.Why, I wondered at the time – why?Wemust unite, combine all our en-

ergies.Otherwise,we’re powerless. I wasmuchmore concernedwith the ques-

tion of how to create unity. How can we create the feeling and organisation of

one shared humanity on one living planet? How can we build a united move-

ment? Through values? Demands? Structures? Places? Back in the present, in

Stockholm, I ask myself: how will the young people act now, ten years later?

How do they hold their movement together? How do they express the fact that

they are one connected humanity?
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On science, universities, and activism

In the rooms of the university,my students followwhat is happening in Poland

and discuss the function of science in relation to politics as well as their own

societal role as students.

When I become co-responsible for the B.A. program, creating new univer-

sity courses, I define for myself the task of these studies (of drama education

and applied theatre) as opening the imagination to understand and practise

how to interactwith eachother and the environment as part of a shared,demo-

cratic, sustainable humanity.Howcanwe as embodied, social, imaginative be-

ings living in problematic power relations playfully explore and create humane

relations?And this iswhat theCOPshouldbe about, I think: a placewhich cares

for the one humanity living on one planet.

But what kind of project is that, the scientific project on which we have

been working for two hundred years, at universities but also through techno-

logical research and development outside the academy? One lecture is about

the relationship between science, imagination, andmagic, and thus about the

emergence of ourmodern concept of the industrialised world of nation states,

whichdivides body fromsoul and separates scientists from their environment,

presenting them as “neutral” observers. On the A4 sheet which Greta brings

with her in the first weeks of the strike, we can read the outcome: our modern

worldview may have brought with it an incredible productivity and desire for

discovery, but it has also ensured that most wild animals have been extermi-

nated, and that our lifestyle emits somuch carbon dioxide that we as a species

are changing the shape of the whole planet. Some people claim that the An-

thropocene has begun (Hardt 2018), referring to the epoch in which nature is

shaped by humans.

Can a new change take place, twohundred years after the dawning ofmod-

ern science, a newparadigmshift enabling us to dissolve power relations?How

politically committed can science and research be (Raffoul 2022)? Luckily,most

textbooks on empirical sociology, humanities, politics and education nowhave

chapters (Leavy 2009; Cohen et al 2017) emphasising that we researchers are

also part of a natural and political environment and that we can take an “objec-

tive” view of this environment, but also act transformatively (McGeown/Barry

2023).

“Objectivity” thendoesnotmeanneutrality but includesusing comprehen-

sible methods to trace what is going on in the world; being open rather than

taking a single position from the beginning; using terms that have been de-
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fined; interacting critically with the field; being transparent; remaining in per-

manent self-critical exchange with others – but also: questioning our own po-

sitions of power, entering this environment with an existential responsibility

for ourprivileges, in searchof amoredemocraticworld, changingour environ-

ment through research – as flesh-and-blood researchers, not as disembodied

brains that don’t reflect on their context (see the chapter on education).

We remain sitting for a long time in the room after the seminars and

look out at the winter landscape of Stockholm. With another cohort of the

course, we are performing a new English play set in a refugee camp in Calais

(Robertson/Murphy 2017). It articulates the nightmarish experiences of young

(climate) refugees from Syria, Afghanistan, and Congo, but also the possibility

of human cooperation. The course is really about showing the students how

they themselves can work through plays with children and young people. But

also: what are our political roles and what does it mean to encounter people

as someone who practically has no rights – or as a fellow citizen with equal

rights? How can we create a global shared life with dignity for all, a worldwide

convivialism?

The speech

Thecorridors of theCOPconference centre inKatowicefillwithmore andmore

politicians and scientists, who are supposed to discuss how the Paris Agree-

ment can be implemented in the next few years.

InOctober, a revolutionary report by the IPCCwas published (IPCCSR1.5):

what is the difference between a world that is warmer by one and a half de-

grees and one which is warmer by two degrees? The differences are enormous

and dangerous, especially when it comes to the potentially disastrous tipping

points which could push forward the warming of the earth by several degrees

by the end of the century, forcing billions of people to flee (Xu et al 2020). Still,

the most powerful people in the world hardly talk about leaving fossil fuels in

the ground. Instead, already in thefirst days of the conference a scandal begins

todevelop:Brazil,Russia and theUSdonotwant to“welcome”this IPCCspecial

report,but only “takenote of it”; thiswouldweakenpolitical decisions in the fu-

ture.TheSwedish environmentminister intervenes at the lastmoment and the

report is accepted by all countries – thus becoming a fundamental document

for the international Fridays for Future movement. It states that to reach the

goal of 1.5 degrees, the world in 2018 only has about 420 Gt of CO2 emissions
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left.That is nothing; if they carry on in the sameway for eight years, it will all be

used up. A sense of world citizenship would have to emerge, we think to our-

selves in Stockholm. The delegates would have to wake up suddenly and see

themselves as joint representatives of all people and of nature.

Thursday afternoon becomes evening. Greta is supposed to be speaking at

the endof a three-hourmeeting. I tune into theUN live broadcast.Someprime

minister of oneof the almost 200countries is holding forth,with lots of flowery

words. And everyone is going over their allotted time. Greta’s turn is supposed

to come at eight, but it is postponed to half past, and then to half past ten, and

she has to shorten the speech and adapt it.The fact that she is even allowed to

speak is thanks to “Climate Justice Now,” an alliance of grassroots movements

andNGOswhich she is representing. So it’s not thanks to the Swedish govern-

ment that she’s been asked to speak, or because of some powerful people, but

indirectly because of the little Swedish Fridays for Future groups, which have

been striking in solidarity for several weeks in around fifty different places.

The prime ministers talk and talk. Via WhatsApp, I receive from a friend

a leaked version of the draft agreement between the world governments. The

language is bureaucratic, half political, half scientific, and they argue over ev-

ery comma. As usual, it is about the main chapter: “mitigation”, meaning the

prevention of global warming; “adaption”, meaning adapting to the damage

caused by global warming; and “finance”, the financing of transformation. I

stare at the document and then at the screen.We ought to be able to share nat-

ural resources, or not just see them as resources but as a shared basis for life, I

think. Otherwise we won’t have a future. We need a global contract right now

to settle this fairly, so that fossil fuels are kept in the ground for ever.

Then Greta appears. “Hey,” she says. I film the speech directly from the

screen. How will it go? The speech is incredibly moving, for many people it is

deeply shocking, for some perhaps annoying, and it is compact,much shorter

than the speech she made at the Stockholm theatre. The speech addresses all

of us with quiet, furious force, and gives people the feeling that we really can

change something.Right away, themedia invent some historical parallels with

Jeanne d’Arc and other historical figures. And from that evening on, I am con-

stantly worried. Is it good for a young person, being exposed like that, being

famous? How can we handle it in an ethically defensible way? The climate re-

searcherKevinAnderson tries to shieldGreta by tweeting that the celebrity cult

is just one part of a corrupt society.

InMynttorget,we try tounderstand the issue and toact. I’malreadyhaving

trouble understanding the adults who cheer the kids on and find their strike
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great, but don’t do anything.This shouldn’t actually be the children’s job, I say

to myself again and again. I’m there, not because I think it’s great that they’re

on strike, but because forme thewhole situation is wrong.They shouldn’t have

a reason to be so deeply frightened about their future.

Many young people across the world see the speech and are not just hit by

the force but also feel supported in something that has lain dormant in them

for a long time; namely the idea that they, the children,don’t just have towatch.

That it’s not an absurd idea for them to rebel.A youngperson their age is speak-

ing not just from the heart and with knowledge of the impending climate cri-

sis, but about their lives. “I care about climate justice and the living planet.” It is

more like a fundamental statement by one generation to the world. It is about

justice and about the perspective of children. “You say you love your children

above all else, and yet you are stealing their future in front of their very eyes.”

“Our biosphere is being sacrificed so that rich people in countries likemine can

live in luxury. It is the sufferings of the many which pay for the luxuries of the

few” (Thunberg, 2019, p. 38).

Since the evening when the speech is broadcast around the world, Fridays

for Future as an idea and as a global movement becomes unstoppable and

changes the situation dramatically, not just in Stockholm. Thousands and

thousands of children and young people have seen it. Three young people are

there, and they talk to Greta in the COP corridors. Jonas and Marie-Claire

from Switzerland, and Luisa fromGermanymeet at this time, all of them very

well informed about the climate crisis and about the political background, and

they sit down together and strike with the Swedish sign. They travel back to

their countries and organise their peers.They force those around them to take

a stand.

InMynttorget, the young rebels are proud of the one among themwho has

dared to shake up the world and make everyone see why they have been gath-

ering every week in the rain and the icy cold.They throw snowballs and stand

together in thewinter squarebetween theparliament and thepalace,andsee in

the global media what their courage and work have achieved. But hardly any-

one understands that they are the ones who keep the movement going week

after a week. On Friday, when Greta is back, they form a circle with her and

improvise a new absurd recipe.The contrast between this circle of young peo-

ple and the rows of COP delegates in their expensive, dark suits could not be

greater.
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The formation of “local groups” – the Swiss take to the barricades
and demand climate justice

In the weeks afterwards, something happens that changes the whole move-

ment. In a certain sense, you could say that this is the moment when Fridays

for Future emerges as a structured network, not as an organisation in a way

that an official association would be, but in the sense that FFF becomes more

than a series of individual large-scale strikes like the one in Australia or later

in Belgium. Now there are epicentres everywhere, in many places which or-

ganise strikes over months: on the 14th and the 21st of December, Swiss pupils

leave their schools enmasse, but coordinated,with core groupswhich not only

organise a strike but do continual work and political education, like the “local

groups” that emerge later in Germany and France.

A kind of stable organisation comes about, for the first time, worldwide;

in every country in a different way, strengthening the movement as a whole:

some people use WhatsApp, others Telegram; some don’t work together with

NGOs and youth political parties, others do; some strike every Friday, others

once a month, and all of them feel part of a shared movement. In Switzerland

they call themselves “Klimastreik”, in France “youth for climate”, in England

“SchoolStrikeForClimate”, but all of them can unite behind the hashtags #Fri-

daysForFuture and #ClimateStrike.

In the square, the young people are glad to see Swiss schools going on

strike. In many cities, children accept the fact that they will come into conflict

with school boards, with their teachers and headteachers. At first, there are

only a few people in St. Gallen who can no longer accept the inaction. Miri

and a few others had seen Greta’s speech in Poland, as she will explain six

months later. She could almost be a twin of Isabelle and Tindra in Stockholm,

a Swiss variant with American roots. She has a similar breadth of political

interests – it is not just about protecting the climate, but just as much about

social and global justice; and about the core group of pupils who organise.

They are a real community, an “asocial network”, as they call themselves. Soon,

other schools in eastern Switzerland will join the St. Gallen strike. And as has

been seen in Australia and later in Germany, it is a concrete political decision

that helps the Swiss activists. Parliament will be discussing a carbon tax.

Already on the Wednesday after Greta’s speech, a group of four or five

pupils meet, some of whom don’t even go to the St. Gallen Kantonsschule, and

form a “strike organisation.” WhatsApp groups are formed and within two

days they succeed in mobilising four hundred of the roughly 1000 pupils in
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the school. A letter goes to the headteacher, who has certain sympathies with

the seriousness and the cause of his pupils and implies that he will tolerate

the strike so long as it takes place near the school rather than within school

grounds.

Then thingsmove very fast: the first large-scale strike is followed by a gen-

eral meeting of Swiss activists at a church in Bern during the winter holidays.

The demands of the new climate strike movement are agreed; a website and a

flame logo are created. The 300 participants from all corners of Switzerland

follow the communication methods and values of Extinction Rebellion and

YOUNGO (the youth organisation of the UN), which are brought in by Jonas,

Marie-Claire and all the others: based strictly on grassroots democracy, on

consensus, with silent handwaving to show agreement, and so on.

The first demand is: all greenhouse gas emissions in Switzerland have to

be brought down to “net zero” by 2030.Then: a climate emergencymust be de-

clared,meaning that the populationneeds to be informedof the crisis and laws

have to be shaped by it. And: social justice should define everything. On the

controversial demand for “system change,” a compromise is formulated. And

similar processes happen soon everywhere in the world: in Italy, the Czech Re-

public, Ireland, Japan,Brazil,andsoon.Theworldwidemovement takes shape.

Climate justice

The concept of climate justice is important for the whole global FFF move-

ment from the very beginning – an “empty signifier,” as some researchers

call it, not because it is actually empty, but because many slightly different

positions can be united behind it (see for different distributive, procedural,

intergenerational, and regenerative or restorative aspects: Jafry 2020). It is

something like a compass showing the direction. In this, the young people are

joining a long tradition (Thanki 2019). In particular, at the climate summit in

2009 in Copenhagen, the phrase became an inclusive term.

The basic idea is that the environmental and climate crisis is not limited to

the technical problem of global warming (Müller 2020).The crises themselves

and the way we attempt to deal with them must be seen in an ethical and po-

litical context; not only in relation to a “just transition” for the workers in the

fossil sectors (energy, transport etc) but also for all other people, especially in

terms of the human rights of the most vulnerable.

In the core of this tradition, we can find the following analysis. A few

people, especially in the Global South, are much more severely affected by the
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crises; and often, they have barely contributed to CO2 emissions (Margolin

2020). A few states (and people) are much wealthier and have better resources

to avoid emissions and also to compensate for the damage. In the Kyoto Proto-

col, and also in the Paris Agreement, justice and equality are explicitly named

as a binding compass. All states have in fact committed themselves to this.

What justice means exactly – that can be interpreted in different ways; for

example, the intersectional tradition would relate it to the different dimen-

sions of injustice and discrimination and how they affect each other (gender,

class, ethnicity etc; see the chapter on corona and intersectionality). But what

it is generally about, in the tradition of the climate justice text of Bali 2002 and

the “climate justice” networks, is a broad view of the situation, and a stance

with political consequences. It means, for example, letting those people take

charge who are most affected, such as indigenous people in Brazil and in vul-

nerablepopulations in theGlobal South, suchasMozambique,Bangladeshand

the island states which will soon be submerged.

In concrete terms, it is also about the fact that thosewhohave already emit-

ted more CO2 and are also wealthier overall should contribute significantly

more to the reduction and compensation of damage. That has consequences:

a Swiss person causes around 10 to 14 tons of CO2 emissions every year, but to

prevent global warming, they should actually only be allowed to emit about 1.5

tons if we distributed the budget fairly. And this justice does not even yet in-

clude the broader concerns of historical debts and current wealth; in that case,

richer countries would have to pay a “fair share” (cf.: Civil Society Equity Re-

viewGroup 2018) into a green fundwhichwould go far beyond cutting our own

emissions.

InMynttorget, too,wehave livelydiscussionsabout the implicationsof “cli-

mate justice”: does it mean something deeper, including looking at the system

which shapes our fossil societies, in which states in the Global South deliver

cheap rawmaterials through companies such as the Swiss Glencore,which are

then sold with the support of banks such as Credit Suisse and UBS – making a

profit which goes mainly to a few white male shareholders in the North? From

this perspective, it is not just about who pays how much (to affected workers

etc.) and who can emit CO2 through their lifestyle, such as by eating meat or

flying (through individual or national quotas, for instance); the social and eco-

nomic structures would have to be changed so that these privileges and power

relations disappear (Hickel 2018; and see the chapter about Economics in this

book).
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And in my lectures, I point out that the concept of “justice” should be sup-

plemented by that of “being humane”. We need to care, to provide enough re-

sources for everyone, not only to get rid of problematic power relations (Fopp

2016). If whole populations in the Global South are treated as if their welfare is

secondary to ours in the North – that is unjust, but it’s also more than that; it

is inhumane. Most of us adults in the square are plagued by a bad conscience

and the knowledge of our privileges.All themore important thatwe change the

situation.But how is that possible; global politicswould have to change.Where

do we start?

Making international contacts

The live stream of the Switzerland-wide meeting is as exciting as a good film.

The very fact that the young people work so transparently is remarkable for

many of us and ensures that thosewho cannot be there are still included; travel

to the meeting is also paid collectively for those who don’t have any resources.

And everyone can follow the first hour of the meeting live on YouTube.

Can they agree, or will the movement fall apart right at the beginning?

There they sit, Fanny, Paula, Matthias, Lena, Linus, Eslem and all the others,

from towns and villages across Switzerland. Two who lead the meeting are

Loukina and Jonas; both are about 17. Jonas comes from the Zürich area and

Loukina from near Lausanne. In the next weeks and months, they quickly

become two of the leading figures in the global network. The Swiss activists

decide early on that they don’t want to encourage “stars” to emerge (which

makes the movement stronger than the movements in most other countries),

and the faces making statements in the media are frequently rotated.

Soon, these two takeon theplanningof thefirst international FFFmeeting,

when some fractions of the EU parliament invite the young people to Stras-

bourg. Jonas holds together the threads of the globalmovement for thewriting

of the first Guardian article, and takes part in the Lausanne SMILE meeting.

Loukina chairs together with Saoi from Irelandmany discussions at the inter-

national FFFZoommeetings,which takeplace every Sunday evening fromnow

on. There, the global group works through all upcoming questions, from the

planning of new large-scale strike days up to the “welcoming” of new countries

which are going on strike for the first time.

Early on, Loukina also tackles a project of her own together with other ac-

tivists in Canton Waadt: because politicians are failing to act, they draw up a
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detailed plan of their own, a “Climate Action Plan” showing what a zero emis-

sions society in 2030 could look like. A long, comprehensive paper emerges.

Sector by sector, political actions are described: the economy, energy, agricul-

ture, changing people’s diets, developing public transport, and reforming the

financial system.

And Loukina and Jonas quickly set about following the path of this climate

action plan at a national level together with other Swiss people, and with sci-

entists (www.climateactionplan.ch). In Germany, there are instead eight spe-

cific demands for the government: from switching off all coal power plants by

2030, to a carbon tax of 180 euros per ton. In Sweden, the young people insist

that it is the rulers themselves who must come up with a plan; they refuse to

present concrete demands.Themovement should be an emergency brake and

not a youth party.

One Friday after Christmas, in Mynttorget, I excitedly describe the

Switzerland-wide meeting. The following week, which is stormy and snowy,

the Swiss activists talk to their Swedish peers on the phone. Another piece of

the puzzle has found its place. The global group of rebels is growing; a kind

of community feeling is becoming ever stronger. And in Belgium, Anuna and

Adélaïde have had enough of the adults’ passivity and are leading thousands,
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and then tens of thousands through the centre of Brussels every Thursday.

Already weeks earlier, they had begun to interrupt lessons at school using

the alarm function on their phones. More and more often, and for a longer

and longer time. Now the anger and the desire for change have become

unstoppable.

Every new strike, and every new strike location, is picked up by the group

inMynttorget on their daily trawls through socialmedia, and retweeted once it

has been checked thoroughly: is that definitely a real photo? Are there newspa-

per reports about thenumberofpeopleonstrike inBrussels? InKiel? InZürich?

In Bangladesh? Pakistan? Are there independent sources? The movement has

become international. And it is getting a reaction.

The adults’ reaction

How do the adults react? Some are baffled by the force of the protests and the

courage of the young people who are ready to leave their classrooms – because

that’s what often happens. In Lausanne, for example, Loukina walks through

the corridorswithher fellowpupils and calls onothers to strike; in front of their

teachers, they get up and go out into the streets to rebel.

Many people adopt a “wait and see” approach. Headteachers are put in

difficult situations.And in themedia (see Voss 2019), there is plenty of interest,

but also plenty of criticism. “Do you travel by plane?” – that’s often their first

question. “Do you eat meat?” But the young people – and that is part of FFF

from the beginning – do not allow themselves to be pushed aside as small, not

quite grown-up individuals. They hold onto their perspective as a generation

who are being betrayed by indifferent adults. They answer: yes, individual

lifestyles play a role, a significant one. Many of them are vegans. But they also

insist that it is just asmuch a structural problem.Howare emissions supposed

to go down by ten or twelve percent just by a few children flying less? They

expose the critical attitude of themedia as a political stance which is hostile to

their generation and reduces them to consumers. And the structures – that’s

exactly what they can’t change. They are not allowed to vote, and the political

system is not built to take account of their future, the world in 40 years’ time.

I am confused, sad, and angry. Why don’t the older generation stand up

when they see the desperation of their children? Many of my colleagues at

universities worldwide are researching the causes of “passivity” in the face

of the crisis; or rather the activity in the direction of the status quo (for an
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overview: Stoddard et al 2021). They systematise different dimensions: the

structural ones like the late capitalistic class society, including its “hegemo-

nial” narrative of justifying exploitation; the economic power structures which

influence the financial system,media, and education; the sometimes criminal

lobbying and the enormous interests behind all of this for people who own

the fossil fuel, agricultural and forestry industry, unimaginable wealth. But

they alsomention psychological reasons: the ability and need to look away and

deny (Birnbacher 2022 refers to the often spatially and temporally distanced

effects of actions with climate impact); and ideological ones: racism, white

supremacy, patriarchy, and so on (for alternatives, see the chapter about the

WEF in Davos). I would add: what is lacking is an understanding of the sub-

stance of democracy, the caringmeeting on equal footing, even at universities;

the reduction of democracy to formal processes, for example of elections (see

the chapter about democracy). But still, I think, most people in high-income

countries could act. They could stand up and organise. And I see the young

people doing exactly that.

The Christmas celebration in Mynttorget

Mynttorget is one of the only places where the young people strike every week

for seven hours. In other countries, they march through the city once every

three weeks, but the Swedish activists keep going with this huge effort, at per-

sonal risk.They comealongweek afterweek,miss lessons, andhave to catchup

over theweekend.Without them, therewould be no strikemovement in Stock-

holm. But that also ties them together, not least on public holidays. Obviously,

they celebrateChristmas together,Easter,Midsommar, and all their birthdays.

And now, they hope that the new year will finally bring a change.What if thou-

sands of pupils were also to leave their schools in Sweden? They are still the

“outlaws”, they sit on their mats and fight for their future.

On Friday evenings and on Saturdays, some of them read hundreds of no-

tifications on Twitter. Where are strikes taking place? Who can they draw at-

tention to? As soon as a group appearswith strike placards in any town,or even

betterwithavideoclip, they tweetback.Regardlessofwhether it’s a single child

or tens of thousands. A huge collection emerges, – and so they gradually build

up a global network: Bangladesh gets in touch, Japan, Uganda, the Czech Re-

public, France, and all theGerman-speaking places.They also get support from

Céline in Germany, who is responsible for the German XR Twitter account.
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This network stretches across the world, bringing together sad, angry, and

spirited teenagers andyoungadults in thousandsof cities,whoarewatching in

panic as the hesitation of politiciansmakes their future ever darker. As soon as

they use the hashtag #FridaysForFuture and mention their city or town in the

tweet, they become part of the biggest ever environmental youth movement

and help to spur on the other strikers.

Early on Friday, some of the Mynttorget activists turn up with advent dec-

orations. In themiddle of the square, there are two huge flowerpots with a few

straggly shrubs, just strong enough to hold Christmas decorations. As always,

it is absurdly cold, the wind is blowing from Lake Mälaren and trying to drag

us out to sea.Despite this, they sit down between the flowerpots as they do ev-

ery week, and come up with a new recipe for their fictional cooking program,

taking it in turns to improvise an ingredient.This time it’s a Christmas recipe:

Take one Christmas bauble,

made of plastic,

fill it with pine needles,

cut it in half

and put a single grain of rice inside it

which has to be painted green

with acrylic paint

and then add plenty of snot

and melt it over a flame.

Then it’s time for a sauce made of melted snow

And spit in it one more time

Et voilà.

Almost every week, new countries are now joining the chats with hundreds of

young people; the band of rebels is being formed. In the days towards the end

of December, the idea emerges of organising “deep” strikes in some countries

whichwould take place roughly everymonth rather than eachweek.That’s how

the Swiss are doing it.Anna andher friends fromEnglanddecide on the 15th of

February, and are joined by France. Luisa plans something for the 24th of Jan-

uary in Berlin. And the discussions about the global strike on the 15th ofMarch

continue. I’m amazed at the ability of these young people to think ahead.How

brave, I think tomyself, that they are agreeing on a date in the future and risk-

ing that itwon’t bepossible tomobilise and that itwill all fizzle out.Butnothing

fizzles out.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Chapter 4: The International Movement Develops 111

How to teach commitment to sustainability – playing animals

In these days before Christmas, it’s finally time to teach the seminars which

I prepared for the trainee primary school teachers when Greta was beginning

her strike. The basic idea for the improvisation was co-created with my col-

leagues: the students travel to a climate conference. They can choose whether

they are politicians, researchers, civil society, media people or activists. We

work out thewhole scientific background and they have to preparefive-minute

speeches in small groups and then present those speeches – while the “media”,

the “activists” and so on come up with their reactions. This form of creative

work seems like a wiser idea than the typical games in which people are sup-

posed to represent the interests of a specific country, “egoistically”.

At the endof the conference, I claim that everythinghas beenbroadcast live

to a northern Swedish forest, the whole conference.The students become ani-

malswhohavegathered in thewoodsandare commentingonwhat thehumans

are up to, and how quickly they’ve been changing the animals’ habitat. There

they sit, elk, bears, ants, and birds of every kind, reflecting on what they’ve

seen. I join them as a journalist who is going to report on their conversation in

abignewspaper,and thus lowermystatusamong the students,since I’mrepre-

senting a rather irresponsible species.The north of Sweden is getting warmer

much more quickly than the world on average: two degrees of warming else-

where means 4 to 6 degrees for the animals and the indigenous Sami people,

whose economic existence is completely dependent on nature.

The permafrost in Russia, which is in exactly the direction of the window

in our theatre space, is melting during these winters (Welch 2019). Enormous

amounts ofmethane are released.Of all the tipping points of the earth system,

the one which makes me panic the most is that such tremendous amounts of

methane could potentially contribute to a three-degree increase in global tem-

peratures – and this point may already have been passed.

In these sessions, sometimes grief takes hold, but it is a liberating kind

of grief; it can be mixed adequately with anger or it can be quietly expressed.

The students, or the elk, can connect with the valuable dimension within

themselves, which connects us with others andwith nature. Are they being led

to take action? With these “multimodal” forms of learning (theatre, painting

backdrops, rhetoric etc), am I teaching them “agency”, “resilience” and “em-

powerment”, as the jargon has it, the will to change the conditions of their

lives and the belief in their own power to act and potential to shape the world?

It seems to me that something more fundamental comes about; they are “in
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contact”with themselves and others, andwith an overarching humane dimen-

sion – one which is often funny – from which everything possible can then

emerge (see Fopp 2016 for the difference between “being humane” and “being

human”).Thatmight also be at the root of whatmany people call “spirituality”,

which could be the core of many religions.

In these sessions, we don’t just prepare ourselves, we don’t just strengthen

our skills,we don’t just increase our knowledge, butwe also just spend time to-

gether in a goodway. If education is just preparation, and not life,many things

go wrong, I think to myself then and look out at the winter landscape. And so

we all leave for the hibernation of the Christmas holidays.

The new year begins

From then on, their outlines become clear, the European and then the global

core group of strikers.Through Greta’s speeches and their own national docu-

ments, they have comeupwith basic principles.Theymeet onSunday evenings

in the virtual Zoom space and for 24 hours a day in the chats, often linked to-

gether by people fromMynttorget, which becomes a kind of global hub.

During the holidays, the movement explodes across Europe and starts to

become confusingly complex. What kind of structures are needed, they ask

themselves. Are any structures needed at all? Butmost importantly: what kind

of strategy?Thereal struggle is only just beginning.Giant companies in the fos-

sil industry are puffing outmillions of tons of CO2 into the air, aswe read every

day on Twitter, supported by the banks and even by Swedish pension funds.

How is a small number of 16-year-olds supposed to tackle that? It’s easy

to become afraid just by thinking of the powerful people who have so much to

lose.Then Greta decides to travel to Davos to meet that very elite.

The Swiss activists talk about the coming strike.They have chosen a differ-

ent strategy frommost other countries and alternate Fridayswith Saturdays so

that apprentices and parents can also join. And a week later, the Swiss pupils

leave their classrooms. There are thousands and thousands of them; in Lau-

sanne, Geneva, and Zurich alone there are 10 000 in each city mounting the

barricades. The 18th of January becomes the biggest strike so far in the Ger-

man-speaking region, then on the 2nd of February it is even bigger, with par-

ents and grandparents showing solidarity and support.

Thewhole route along the Limmat in Zurich, which connects the train sta-

tionareawithBellevue, is amassofdots,heads,peopleholding their cardboard

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Chapter 4: The International Movement Develops 113

placards.The citizens of Zurich will soon be voting in a new parliament in the

city and in the canton, andwhat themedia are calling the “Greta hype”will lead

to a shift towards left-wing and green candidates.The new parliament implies

that itwill adopt into law the basic demandof the climate strike,net zero emis-

sions by 2030.

Hope is growing,butwith it the challenges: in theseweeks,people keep ap-

pearing who want to transform the Fridays for Future plant, which is only just

beginning to grow, into a hierarchical association, or who want to water down

the demands. Evening after evening, the young people in Mynttorget discuss

these suggestions, some of which are quite bizarre.They all refer to Kevin An-

derson’s research, trying todefendFridays forFutureand the ideaswhichcome

from the square against these “hostile takeovers”. And then, finally, German

names appear in the international chats.Behind the scenes, after Luisa’smeet-

ing with Greta in Katowice there is somuch going on that it’s hard to imagine:

WhatsApp groups are formed, schools and youth associations join together;

NGOs help in some places with infrastructure and know how. One local group

after another springs up. And they plan ameeting inBerlin. InStockholm,new

helpers appear in the square andmake a big difference: Helena has been dedi-

cated to the climate for a long time and helps Greta with media relations, free

of charge. She has a small PR office in the realm of popular culture, and almost

from the start she is in the square during the lunchtime hours with her hus-

band Erik, who runs an online conservation magazine.

But those who pass the young people and go into the parliament build-

ing, the ones who have the formal power to make rules for a sustainable so-

ciety – they literally do almost nothing. Sweden in turn gets a red-green gov-

ernment in these January days, supported by the two liberal centre parties. But

this government still says nothing about the call for an emissions budget, and

barely comes up with any plans showing how society could become renewable

and sustainable sector by sector in around ten years on a socially just basis, as

set out in the Paris Agreement (Anderson et al 2020). By whatmeans could the

rules actually be changed?
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January – February 2019: What is valuable

and what is a science of economy?

Davos

The crisis must first be established as a crisis in people’s minds; this is still the

young people’s basic idea – in the minds of ordinary people, and of the people

in power.

Davos is locatedhighup inawideAlpinevalley.For several years, it hasbeen

the home of the World Economic Forum: the meeting of the “masters of the

world”, as described in a tweet by Naomi Klein, climate activist and architect

of the American plan for a “green new deal” (Klein 2019). Here, the world elite

in finance, politics and the economy meet annually for a conference at New

Year. Behind closed doors, deals are done (or at least arranged), new networks

emerge, and ideas are exchanged.

Meanwhile, withmy students, I’m sitting in a seminar room at the univer-

sity, watching the official livestream of the World Economic Forum in Davos,

often in the breaks between lectures, but also as part of my seminars on sus-

tainability, democracy, and theory of science. Between the ever more frequent

news reports onGreta’s arrival from the Swissmedia, themonitors in the sem-

inar room show images of the various conference rooms in Davos. Rich peo-

ple present their latest ideas for how the world could be a better place. Among

themare thosewho run the hundred joint-stock companies that producemore

than 60 percent of greenhouse gas emissions (Riley 2017). Aren’t they the ones

who should instantly be changing their business model? Or is it actually about

the politicians who are legitimising that businessmodel?The people who have

gatheredhere could set the course for a real transformation.Could they change

ourdemocracy fundamentally,weaskourselves inStockholm.“Ideas about the
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21st century economy.” “The future of education.” “AI: opportunities and risks.”

Those are the names of the panels.

If we want to understand the real reasons for the climate crisis, and also

how we can get out of it, I think as I watch the screen in the university, then

perhaps the most important step is understanding this. The logic behind this

little group of people, the workings of the financial sector and how it is inter-

twined with the rest of the economic system, including its context of political

regulations.Hownature and the people of theGlobal South are often either ex-

cluded from this or exploited.Andhowwe can change that,wherewe can start.

Children and young people are nowhere to be seen in these spaces.They don’t

fit into this worldview. Nor do their dreams, voices, ideas, or their future.

But then things get hectic. On Thursday and Friday in the third week of

January, somuch happens that by late afternoon inMynttorget, all our phones

have died. It is not only that Greta is in Davos – in Berlin, the first ever really

big strike in Germany is taking place. Suddenly, from onemoment to the next,

young people who were previously unknown, such as Jakob and Luisa, are be-

ing interviewed onTV,where Fridays For Future is being presented as if it were

obviously an established youth movement.

And over all that hangs the question of what a sustainable economy would

mean, andwhatwe scientists have to say about that. Inmany conversations ev-

erywhere in theworld, the young people of Fridays for Future are asked: “What

do you want instead? Show us a plan for transformation into a sustainable so-

ciety.What do you even want?What, if not growth?”

It is Thursday afternoon. Greta makes a short speech to the gathered elite

in the congress centre. She goes looking for a direct confrontation, and de-

mands democracy.Gretamakes no secret of the fact that she is on the territory

of thepeople she isfighting.She says that they, the economic andpolitical elite,

are the ones, with their mania for wealth, who are destroying the world. And

thosewhoget themselves photographedwithher formagazines, theTrudeaus,

Merkels and Macrons, don’t truly realise that her criticism is aimed at them.

Why don’t they listen to their advisors? Greta and fourteen other young people

will soon prosecute them at the UN and start legal proceedings against them

in Germany, Brazil, France, and Canada (Gonzalez 2020).

The young people signal in these days to thewhole world that we don’t have

to accept the fact that some people are weakening democracy and poisoning

the planet. Because of Davos, the Swiss activists become even more central

to the international FFF movement. It is Thursday evening. Many long phone

calls take place. Loukina, Jonas, Lena,Miri,Marie-Claire and all the others are

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Chapter 5: Davos and the World Economic Forum 117

well-read and think strategically.They report on the openings theremight be in

Swiss legislation thatwould allow big, sustainable changes to bemade quickly,

in the financial sector, for instance, which is shaped by Crédit Suisse and UBS

and is responsible, through investment, for carbon emissions that dwarf the

entire emissions of Switzerland as a country.How could laws be formulated to

prevent this and reshape the financial sector so that the money goes to those

who treat naturewell?There could be a petition for a referendumdemanding a

ban on the financing of fossil industry. But how long would that process take?

What counts as valuable in a society?

Meanwhile, in Germany – the coal commission is meeting

It is still Thursday evening. A Twitter notification comes up on the activists’

phones which makes them all laugh for a long time. The Munich Fridays for

Future group has published a letter written by the government, the education

ministry to be precise, inviting the 16-year-olds to a conversation. FFF has es-

tablished its power so quickly and unsettled the ministries of education to the

point that they are compelled to offer discussions.The children can’t be forced

to go to school; howwould thatwork? A fewheadteachers and citieswant to in-

troduce fines for the parents, but the public doesn’t agree. A few schools insist

that exams can be marked as failed.

Then I see FFF’s answer to the Munich ministry: we would have liked

to come, but we’re away on Friday. We’re travelling to the national strike in

Berlin. And what a strike that is.The Berlin group has brought together the lo-

cal groups which have been expanding across the whole country and delivered

them all to theministry of economic affairs in Berlin.More than ten thousand

young activists confront Minister Altmaier who is leading the so-called coal

commission (officially the Commission on Growth, Structural Change and

Employment). Germany’s coal power stations are some of the biggest carbon

emitters in Europe.Who owns nature, and who owns the future?

“The house is on fire” – what would a prosperous society be?

(On Kate Raworth)

InDavos, it is Friday lunchtime, time for the press conference. Swiss television

is covering it live.ThenGreta says the words that immediately become canoni-

cal: “I want you to panic. I want you to act as if the housewas on fire. Because it
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is.”The house is on fire, and we have to extinguish it. Later, the young activists

will explain that people should obviously not be running around in panic but

reacting sensibly. But sensibly in response to an emergency situation.

At Stockholm University, we ask ourselves: How should we react? What

would itmean to extinguish thefire? Inmy institution,weuse the ideas of Kate

Raworth. The students are familiar with Kate, the economist, from a lecture

she gave at theWorld Economic Forum in Davos last year, which I uploaded to

their shared learning platform. She has been in contact with FFF and has in-

spired many young people. As usual, she talks at an incredible pace about her

invention, the Doughnut Economy (Figure 4).

Raworth’s Doughnut Economy (2018) and Maja Göpel’s The Great Mindshift

(2016) are two of the books on the reshaping of the political economy which

inspire the Fridays for Future movement. They discuss them – in webinars,

for example – and the young activists have a range of opinions on these ap-

proaches. Somehow, “our” way of managing the economy and teaching and

thinking about economics at universities has terrible consequences, say both

Göpel and Raworth. How can we change that?

Raworth explains her basic idea as follows, as I understand it watching the

videos: The inside of the doughnut, is the ‘safe and fair space’ for a future so-

ciety. That’s where we want to get to. And the surface on the outside of the

doughnut is the zonewherewe are ignoring and transgressing the limits of the

planet.Wewant to get away from that. Away from global warming, from acid-

ification, from the extinction of animal species, from the loss of biodiversity,

from pollution. And in the hole in the middle of the doughnut are the dangers

of neglecting people’s basic needs: space to live, food, political rights, educa-

tion, equality, and so on.Wehave to transformour societies so thatwefind our

way into the doughnut. Doing justice to everyone’s needs, and without trans-

gressing the limits of the planet. How do we get there? That is the basic eco-

nomic question: how do we organise the economy so that social and ecological

sustainability are possible,meaning that societies flourish?Thequestion is not

how we create growth.We have to change the aim of society.

We know the phrase “planetary limits”. One of its inventors was my col-

league at StockholmUniversity, Johan Rockström,who headed the Stockholm

Resilience Centre for years (Rockström et al. 2009).

This kind of researchmay always have emphasised that ecological sustain-

ability is most important, and that economic sustainability must be shaped by

it – and for that, social sustainability is required. But green growth and sim-

ilar concepts were only rarely questioned; at most, they were up for debate.
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Fridays for Future shake up this discourse within a very short time, with the

help of Göpel and Raworth.They turn the basic question inside out.

Figure 4: Kate Raworth’s Doughnut idea

Because the actual issue behind all this is the following: what is a dignified,

prosperous life for all, a real global democracy, in which everyone has enough

without exploiting others or exploiting nature? What would a society be like

that offered true safety and security? And: which structures prevent us from

making such a society a reality? In contrast with this, the question we’ve been

asking so far is: how dowe guarantee growth? Not that every kind of growth is

wrong, says Raworth (2018; chapter 1), but prioritising this question is not just

strange for activists.Most of them can see that wemust first consider whether

we have a shortage of water and whether the soil can provide enough food for

everyone, and that we must treat each other respectfully and fairly and dis-
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mantle problematic power relations before we commit to other goals or to an

economic dogma.

“But what would be the consequences of that for the economy? In partic-

ular: for the financial sector, for monetary policy?” Marie-Claire is one of the

most active Swiss climate strikers.She is a student, four orfive years older than

Jonas and Loukina, Fanny, Lena, Miri, and Paula, who are still in high school.

She is studying politics and environmental studies at the University of Zurich.

And she met Greta two months earlier in Katowice at the COP24 meeting and

went on strike with her. Not long afterwards, she visits us in Mynttorget in

Sweden in the name of the “Glacier Initiative”. She has just finished working

on a book edited by Club of Rome president Graeme Maxton, called Change!

(2018).

In themonths that follow,wehave longdiscussions about the question that

is uppermost in hermind: what shouldwe saywhen people from theUNor the

Swiss banks ask: what is it that youwant?Wemust start with the financial sec-

tor – that’s a point we keep returning to. Or the logic behind it, meaning the

logic of investments, but also that of “invented”moneywhich could be replaced

by “positive”money (Raworth 2018, chapter 5), and the logic of the current form

of economy, late capitalism.At themoment,money and production flow to the

place where investment is worth it, meaning the places where a profit can be

made, regardless ofwhether nature is destroyed, either in the extraction of raw

materials or in the consumption of these materials and the subsequent pollu-

tion.And for this concept of profitability, people’s wellbeing is often irrelevant.

As is the question of whether this supply and demand logic actually produces

what is needed, what is necessary for us as a global population.

In these conversations, the Swiss activists keep coming back to the idea

of an emissions budget, connecting it with the doughnut concept. Emissions

budgets would define what a “safe and fair” space would be in relation to the

climate.

As soon as this framework is established, it is clear how drastically the

economy would have to change. If we are supposed to be making sure that

within twelve years in richer countries (and within twenty years globally)

there are no emissions worth mentioning, then we will not be able to avoid

tightening standards and regulations by about ten percent every year from

now on (see Anderson 2019).
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Hijacking the university – “Rethinking Economics”

In the live broadcast of theWEF, hardly anyone talks about these ideas, which

are so central for the young people. And nor do they talk about them at the

university.Or do they? Sometimes, on theseThursday evenings inwinter, after

all the students have gone home, an international organisation meets in our

university rooms.A colleague fromour institute runs the Swedish branch, and

I sometimes go to their meetings. It is called “Rethinking Economics” and its

aim is to change how economics is studied at all universities in the world, to

open it up andmake it more scientific.

Thosewhodonot study economics anddon’t have time to familiarise them-

selves with the syllabi of the most important universities might have the idea

that the studyof economics is structured ina similarway to thatofpolitics,psy-

chology, education, or sociology.Meaning that every student is offered awhole

range of approaches andperspectives, in terms of theory andmethod. In polit-

ical science, this couldmean looking at liberalism,socialism,conservatismand

other movements, feminism, ecologism, and posthumanism. But the study of

economics is practically never like that, as I realise after a few meetings of

“Rethinking Economics”. Instead, a kind of monotonous uniformity is poured

over everything, at almost every university in the world.This is known as neo-

classicism. Of course, there are plenty of alternative theories (Kelly 2019; Fel-

ber’s (2018) economy for the common good; post-growth approaches; Hickel

2020), but they are barelymentioned. In the textbooks of neoclassicism,which

include most economic textbooks in existence, after the first three pages you

findyourself in aworldofmathematical representationsof supply anddemand

curves andmarketmechanismswhichare supposed to lead toprices.Planetary

limits and basic humanneeds are barelymentioned.Whydo universities allow

entire courses of study to be structured so unscientifically,we ask ourselves. So

that there is no discussion of different theories or different basic questions, or

methodological exploration of these theories and questions?

And then comes the question that overshadows everything else: how are

the students supposed to study economics in a sensible way – or history, edu-

cation, architecture – if they don’t know that the “house is onfire”? Iwalk along

the corridors and think about how I can change the institution of the univer-

sity, together with my colleagues: by introducing something like a “studium

generale” for all students, inwhich they get to know the existential threat of the

ecological crisis. But it is also necessary to explain the societal context which

produces this crisis, the root causes.
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The problem with the basic economic model – what is wealth?

Göpel and Raworth have similar ways of describing why mainstream eco-

nomics and the current approach to the economy are problematic. The initial

question is: what defines work – or being economically active? What is good

“production”? The basic neoclassical model stipulates that there are a few

ingredients, and the way in which they are mixed together determines what

it means to be economically active, regardless of whether someone is making

a pasta bake for children or producing an electric bike in a huge company.

On the one hand, matter is required, nature, basic raw material; then capital,

financial means; plus tools and knowledge, and finally human labour. Com-

binedwith economic knowhow, this produces a bake or a bike,meaning on the

one hand a product or a service with a use (“goods/services”with “utility”), and

on the other a kind of investment profit, something that is worth it. And if you

want to do good work, you must ensure that all ingredients are good quality.

Correspondingly, a business can fail because of any one of these components.

The two economists say that there is already a problem with this picture.

But that becomesmuchmore obviouswhen it is developed a bit further, as it is

in the traditional textbooks. Already in the first pages,we are told: what is pro-

duced, the goods and services, can be sold at a price – they are often seen im-

mediately as products for the market. And the market itself decides how high

the price is, based on supply and demand. That makes it possible for a profit

to bemade when the product is sold, as well as allowing the product to be con-

sumed or used.This step is anything but natural: many valuable things cannot

be described in this way, for instancewhenwe create something for each other

without money being involved. Caring for our parents, raising children – in

short, all the “care” work or core work which represents about thirty percent

of GDP and is done often by women, leading to a form of systemic injustice in

terms of gender (NEF 2010; Schmelzer/Vetter 2019).

And much of what happens when things are produced is not included in

this basic model: the costs of the waste that is created; the exploitation of na-

ture as a “resource”. Sometimes these elements make an appearance as “exter-

nalities”, but how is it possible to calculate the true value of nature?

At any rate, this is how themainstream picture looks in all economics text-

books, according to Göpel (2016, chapter 3.1); what is known as micro- and

macroeconomics.More precisely, all of economics is expressed by the neoclas-

sical model as follows: there are two poles, households on the one hand and

businesses on the other, and together they form a productive cycle. “House-
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holds” provide employees who produce things in the businesses; they receive a

wage. And they consume, which brings an income to the businesses. A closed

system.Voilà.That is economics.Then there are the factors in societywhich can

intervene benevolently (or destructively): banks; the state.They providemoney

when it is scarce, and collect taxes to finance the infrastructure of the welfare

state: educating people, keeping themhealthy, providing capital for the banks,

raising interest rates, avoiding unemployment and so on. And everything is

aimed at keeping the wheel turning, making sure more and more goods are

produced, so that incomes and the welfare state are possible in the first place.

This is how societies understand prosperity andwealth: healthy, educated peo-

ple shouldproduce lots of goods and services,because thismakes it possible for

them to consume and spend their salaries and pay their taxes. The end of the

story: the aim is to increaseGDP,meaning the value of all goods produced, and

this shapes all kinds of legislation, including climate legislation. If there are

discussions between the powerful in Davos, these discussions remain within

the framework of this basic model.

Criticising the basic model and outlining an alternative –

what are needs?

At first glance, the model seems plausible, as Raworth and Göpel argue, but

it turns out to be abysmal. Such an economy would collapse, for instance, if

everyone only produced and used the things they needed for a dignified life,

meaning durable products that could be used for years – the form of economy

which we should now be introducing very quickly, according to UN reports.

Some people call this “degrowth” (Hickel 2020); others call it a “post-growth

model” (Schmelzer/Vetter 2019). Tax revenueswould take a nosedive – they are

tied to incomes, and these are tied to turnover and consumption. Jobs would

disappear, and schools and hospitals could no longer be financed. Something

is fundamentally wrong here.

How can we solve this problem? In their criticism of the model and in

the alternatives they suggest, Raworth and Göpel once again have similar

approaches. They say: what we need to change right now, both in our laws

and in the minds and hearts of the population, is the aim of our economy. It

should be about meeting the needs of all people, without going beyond the

planet’s limits (climate system, biodiversity, …). But what are needs? Raworth

defines them using the UN’s 2030 agenda goals as the inner boundary of the

doughnut: enough food, water, space to live, a political voice, equality, and so
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on. Göpel (2016; Chapter 3.2) uses a slightly different model drawn fromMan-

fredMax-Neef: being able to live, be protected, be looked after, be understood,

participate, enjoy oneself, be creative; as well as identity and freedom. But for

both authors, these needs are defined as the primary focus of all economic

activity. The model in the economics books is wrong: after all, the focus on

growth need not have anything to do with the more fundamental goal that we

should all have something to eat and a roof over our heads, meaningful work,

and a politically equal say.

And the world would really be a different one if we focused on the needs of

all people when we designed the political framework of legislation, nationally

and globally.There is still enormous povertyworldwide; access to drinkingwa-
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ter and sanitation is not a given;more than two billion people have no running

water at home. The children across the world who join the Mynttorget group

understand this. During these months, they document their strikes on Twit-

ter.

So, according to Göpel and Raworth, the economy has to be sustainable,

both socially and ecologically; “redistributive” and “regenerative” is what they

call it, including such sectors as transport, the clothing industry and agricul-

ture. Correspondingly, the taxation model must also be “redistributive” and

“regenerative” (Raworth 2018, Chapter 5/6). A regenerative economy creates

products that can be used for a long time, in such a way that they fit into a “cir-

cular economy”; when they are worn out, they can be reused to a large extent

as rawmaterial. And their production does not simply destroy nature: cutting

down forests and burning them, digging coal mines and so on. On the con-

trary: forests must expand. So how can we reorganise the economy? Raworth

and Göpel say: we must redefine the relationship between market, state, citi-

zens, and “commons” (what is owned and produced jointly or cooperatively),

including in law; the market alone will not regulate that.

On the peculiarities of the capitalist market economy

In her analysis, Maja Göpel also focuses on the fact that most countries are

organised not only as market economies, but as market economies along

capitalist lines (2016, chapter 3.3). That difference is established in political

science and emphasising it does not immediately constitute a political value

judgement. In Davos, the people Greta faces are some of the figures whomost

embody this capitalist approach to the economy. Again: around 60 percent

of global emissions are produced by one hundred corporations. And those

that manage and own the most capital emit disproportionately more than

the poorer part of the population (Gore 2015). Political measures targeting

their consumption of resources are therefore particularly effective (Anderson

2019). And the specific way in which our economic system is structuredmeans

that they become increasingly rich without having to do anything at all. Their

wealth works for them. They can withdraw it as capital whenever a more

lucrative investment appears. These few people and their decisions shape the

living and working conditions of so manymore people.

But we could also live, according to Göpel and Raworth, in such a way

that everyone would have roughly the same control over what is produced and

how – democratically. That is the fundamental difference between corpora-
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tions and “ordinary” businesses: shareholders do not make investments or

profits in the sameway that independent dance studios or hair salons do; with

the risk of losing everything. The terms may sound the same, but profit and

investment are structured differently in a corporation. The business model is

not even primarily about producing goods, but about the multiplication, the

accumulation of capital, money (Göpel 2016, chapter 3.3).

In the form of capital, the notion of “property” is suddenly uncoupled from

responsibility, care, and identification with that which is “owned”. That goes

just as much for the way in which banks are organised and managed as for

the oil, gas, cement, steel, and coal industries; those corporations which are

most responsible for global warming, and which absolutely want to hang onto

the business model of increasing capital. (Wind and sun cannot be owned as

easily as coal and oil, or sold as goods.) Apart from this, “fossil” businesses

organised on capitalist lines only work when they grow exponentially and al-

ways drawmore resources into their cycle (Göpel 2016).They are legally bound

to this – they must primarily increase the property of their owners; which is

structurally something different from making a profit through a successful

business.

For that reason, it makes sense, according to one tradition in political sci-

ence, to talk of several different classes in society.Historically, somuch wealth

has been concentrated in the hands of a few people; of very few people (Piketty

2018). The richest ten percent in Sweden and in Switzerland own more than

eighty percent of all wealth; often these arewhitemen in themiddle and upper

classes.

The temptation is very great to develop business models in such a way that

nature andhumanity arepushed further and further towards the limits of their

resilience. And it is often women in the Global South who are working in inse-

cure and underpaid jobs. And they often live near factories and power stations

or in poorer areaswhich aremost affected by air pollution.Every year, this kills

sevenmillion people (WHO 2014).

From this point of view, my students find that the enormously productive

global economy is unjust in multiple ways. We talk for a long time about pre-

cisely the term justice. Injustices based on ethnicity, gender and class seem to

be intertwined. It is the women from BIPOC communities who are often the

most disadvantaged, and it is a fewwhitemenwho are already rich who profit

the most (Fraser 2022).

How could we organise all of that more democratically, we ask ourselves;

more democratically in terms of people having a say at work, but also in terms
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of property relations – so that everyone would be on an equal footing and have

roughly the same amount of power?

The “destructive” aspects disappear, according to Göpel and Raworth,

when the economy is reorganised through social relations and property forms

(on a post-capitalist basis) which focus on the needs of all people, for instance

when communities have their own solar panels or wind farms (Felber 2018;

Raworth 2018, chapter 6).The logic of the relationship to nature is then at least

not automatically connected with extracting or taking out natural and human

resources – as must inevitably happen in the current economic system, quite

apart from the “decoupling” of economic growth from the increase in other

parameters (wearing out of materials; pollution; energy consumption etc.),

which research results show is probably not possible (Hickel/Kallis 2019).

Instead – and this is the constructive project – we should now develop every-

thing in such a way as to strengthen our resources – rather than taking them

out of the system. The question of how exactly that could look is one which

is increasingly discussed by Scientists for Future, the group which is now

beginning to form.

The economic causes of the climate crisis

I continuewith the lecture at the university and ask the fundamental question:

why is the climate crisis actually happening? What is the reason for it, and is

the crisis connected with the way we structure our economy?

First of all, the climate crisis is obviously due to the fact that we are raz-

ing forests, keeping animals in intensive factory farms, and continuing to

burn coal, gas and oil. Andreas Malm, my Swedish university colleague from

Lund, says (2016): at the beginning of the industrial revolution, capitalismwas

established as a political economic system, and was then imposed and nor-

malised – and machines were invented, with engines that take over the work

of transport, heat and so on. And – and this is crucial – because the natural

materials used for this literally come in the form of goods or can be trans-

formed easily into goods. In contrast with wind, water and sunlight, lumps

of coal and oil can be placed in containers and become the quintessential

products. Mining them, distributing them and selling them can be organised

perfectly along capitalist lines. For this, slaves are used, at first, and then

mineworkers who toil away and have nothing but their labour (Hickel 2018).

In this way, a product is created that can easily be transported and sold on the
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market in portions that can be decided at will, often leading to the exploitation

of indigenous populations and the destruction of their ways of life.

This has been pointed out again and again by Jamie Margolin, the 17-year-

old climate activist in the USA (Margolin 2020). She has also pointed out that

this story has still not really be told. At this time, many activists from the in-

digenous population appear in the Fridays For Future chats, especially from

North and South America, but also from Australia. Unimaginable riches were

appropriated simply through the ownership of coal and oil extracting compa-

nies, through the investments of the big banks in this fossil infrastructure and

the corresponding corporations. How was this legitimate?Why should nature

belong to them,and to thosewho live in theGlobalNorth?Why should thework
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of the miners go to them? And above all: what are we to do with this history,

which has damaged our shared “fabric of integrity”, as I call it in my lectures?

At its core, then, for Andreas Malm, responding to the climate crisis means

rectifying this form of property relations and socio-economic relations, which

means gaining power over investments and the flow ofmoney, democratically,

abolishing private ownership of shares, so that these resources can be focused

on expanding renewable energy.

Criticism of Raworth and Göpel – what the doughnut is made of,

and what ultimately holds the world together

We can change all of that immediately, say Raworth and Göpel, along with

so many other researchers who are close to the young activists of Fridays for

Future. States and communities (and even UN institutions) could adopt the

doughnutmodel into legislation as their economic aim; the city of Amsterdam

has done so (Boffey 2020). A universal basic income or “basic services” could be

introduced, globally, because otherwise it would only increase the inequality

between the Global North and South; this would mean that the care work that

is often carried out by women would be appreciated, and everybody’s dignity

would be taken seriously. It could be partly tied to locality (through currencies,

for instance), as suggested by Hornborg (2017), so that fewer resources go to

transport and shipping. Emissions would have to be reduced by more than

ten percent annually in Europe in all areas, with regulatory measures to drive

society in a more sustainable direction in the realms of transport, food and so

on (Anderson 2019; Hickel 2020). “Real money” could be introduced so that the

attraction of making a profit and the financial sector would be subordinated

to the doughnut goal (Raworth 2018): a more sustainable economy would

gradually emerge. What slowly becomes clear in all these critical points: the

economy needs a “mindshift”, as Göpel calls it, when it comes to our relation-

ship to each other and to nature, especially in terms of what is seen as valuable

and worthwhile.

How areworth and valuemeasured?That seems to be the central question.

Göpel and Raworth answer: “worth” should bemeasured according to whether

needs are met, rather than being based on market mechanisms of supply and

demand,andalso according towhat they call “well-being” (Raworth2018, chap-

ter 1; Göpel 2016, chapter 3.1.5).This can be defined in different ways.Through

the Human Development Index of the UN, or the “Happy Planet Index” of the

New Economics Foundation, as suggested by Gough (2017; chapter 4): using a
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formula which includes the parameters of life expectancy, subjective life satis-

faction, income equality and ecological footprint.

Indiscussionswithmy students,we ask ourselves the question: could there

be a more fundamental measure for our future societies and economies than

one based on people’s needs and individual well-being? I try to capture the ba-

sic problemdifferently.Thequestion of needs and of property forms, including

whether or to what extent the fossil industry should be made into state prop-

erty and then quickly scaled back, is an important one. But it does not solve

all problems, because even states must be guided by a compass of some sort in

their actions, and this compass is not simply defined by the property question.

Vattenfall is a Swedish state company which was running the coal power sta-

tions south ofBerlin. In summer 2016, someof us blocked those power stations

with Ende Gelände, using civil disobedience, and prevented carbon emissions

at least for a few hours. But Sweden did not then decide to keep the coal in the

ground when it withdrew from ownership; instead, it sold to a Czech consor-

tium (Reuters 2016).

Don’t we need a better compass for our economies than that of GDP

growth, or Göpel and Raworth’s focus on needs and well-being? Well-being

and needs do not completely capture what economic activity should really

be about, I would argue – namely about building up and strengthening our

resources, and creating a sustainable “being-towards-the world” (as Merleau-

Pontywould say), a humane relation and exchange.What ismissing here is the

centre, the definition of the dough from which the doughnut is made; what

holds the sustainable world together at its core – and what we explore in the

course at StockholmUniversity every day in the theatre spaces, with our social

interactions and our existential situatedness in a concrete environment. In

research, the notion of being “connected” or “deconnected” turns up in this

context, the experience of being in contact with oneself andwith others,which

can strengthen us (see the chapter on education for literature). In other the-

oretical traditions, this is called a non-alienated relationship with the world

and with oneself, a real exchange and meeting; or “resonance”, “democratic

acceptance on equal footing”, and so on (Rosa 2020).

A crucial insight here is: if we tense up, even slightly, we lose contact with

what we really think and feel, but also our connection with others and the en-

vironment.Our view of theworld becomes slightly diffuse, as if wewere under

a bell jar, no longer able to breathe properly or communicate. In extreme cases,

webecome ill, eithermentally orphysically orboth; thishasbeenanalysed from

a neuro-physiological point of view by Immordino-Yang (2015) in her empathy
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studies; physiologically, the Alexander technique can offer explanations. Philip

Pullman (2001), in theDarkMaterials trilogy, came upwith themetaphor of the

daemon which every person has: a living alter ego in the form of an animal,

which jumpsandplays aroundus as akindof external soul, and can talkwithus

and advise us – fromwhich the dark powers want to separate us, cut us off, by

making us indifferent to it. The developmental psychologist Winnicott (2005)

calls it the relationship to our “true self”. Being cut off from it (often as a re-

action of protection against different forms of oppression) can (but not always

does) lead to what Adorno (1995) and others after him have called the “authori-

tarian character”,which shapes the political rulers of somany countries which

do not take the climate crisis seriously.

Then we become like the fictional miser, Scrooge, in Charles Dickens’ A

Christmas Carol, which our students are acting out during these days – and

which reminds us verymuch of the powerful elite in Davos. “Thatwas intense,”

they say later; “really working together and including everyone’s ideas – we

have strong personalities here…” But it is clearly fun to inhabit the character

of a villain, and not to suppress the impulse to dominate others. At least as an

experiment.

Beyond “well-being”

Again and again, we go back to the socio-psychological theories which explain

how an authoritarian character develops, and how they can learn to interact

with children in the playground in such away as to give themsecurity and free-

dom at the same time, and thus strengthen their characters and open them to

the world. Playing with dominant high-status characters is a good way to do

that, we realise, because this makes it clear to everyone what domination is, a

violent form of behaviour (even if it is subtly hidden) – and what the alterna-

tiveswouldbe,humanedemocracy (see for the following also the chapter about

education in this book).

If we are really comfortable, we are able not to dominate; to meet on eye

level, to connect, according to the research. In this sense, it is not even just

about “well-being,” but about a more fundamental phenomenon. It is a rela-

tional concept (being connected with…; or: really meeting), in contrast with

“need” or “well-being”, which are rather European, quite individualistic con-

cepts. The research (Bowlby, Winnicott, Stern) also demonstrates something

significant: this sense of being “in non-dominating, democratic exchange”,

without which so many things would be meaningless, cannot – contrary to

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


132 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

Raworth and Göpel’s theories – be defined as a “need”. In fact, our needs

can actually prevent us from finding our way into this domain. This is the

conclusion drawn by one of the most thoroughly researched theories in the

humanities, attachment theory.The basic need for closeness and protection is

so important for small children that they “sacrifice” real connectionwith them-

selves and others in order to receive them. If they see their parents or teachers

look away in irritation when they express anger or joy, they will suppress, with

time, the expression of these feelings, to satisfy their basic need for closeness

and protection (Broberg et al 2006). Masks are created which become part of

muscle memory, shape personalities, and prevent real democratic encounters

on an equal footing.We subordinate ourselves or try to dominate.

However, we could perhaps say that there is something like a longing for

affirmative connection which is even deeper than what we call a need. Yes, we

can view needs and how they are met according to whether a real democratic

exchange is made possible or prevented. This means that we can talk about

whether we are “doing well” (see Fopp 2015), are “connected” to ourselves and

others (and thereby to the idea of being humane), instead of “wellbeing”, as a

measure of economic activity which is not only individual but societal.

This “doing well” can come about above all if we have spaces in which a

democratic exchange and real connection andmeeting can happen. For these,

I suggest inmy lectures,we coulduse the term“humane spaces.”Whatweneed

is not a dusty humanismmodelled on the notion of reason developed by white

male colonisers; but also not posthumanism,which doesn’t even see humanity

as an authentic value,but instead a formof “humane-ism”.Thismeans: it is im-

possible to be “in contact” if you are constantly hungry or fearful of not having

enough to eat or a roof over your head, or of being unable to find work – or if

you are in a state of permanent competition (in this sense, this viewpoint could

redefine the “capabilities approach” to global transformation, see the work of

Martha Nussbaum and Sen 2001). And this tendency to cut oneself off or to

enter into a good exchange with others, the weakening or strengthening of re-

sources, also takes place in university spaces, at workplaces and schools, in the

way we listen to children and so on; in all areas of life.

Here, a criticism of Raworth and Göpel’s economic theory comes into play

which has consequences for how we understand university disciplines, not

only economics. We cannot simply ignore the scientific and philosophical

research which tells us what it means to strengthen resources; or become

disconnected from each other and ourselves. And that applies at all levels,

from social spaces to the spaces of the environment: starting fromwhether we
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are tense or alert as we move through, work in and interact with nature; up to

the way we structure democratic institutions and finally to the way all areas

are shaped politically, from food production to transport.

An overall picture emerges from the research: it is in a substantially demo-

cratic context that being “in contact” is possible.When we can count on every-

one to respect each other and nature, we don’t have to tense up anymore. And:

we won’t reach that point just through fine ethical and political declarations

like “we are all equal,” but by actually creating such spaces, in concrete terms,

and in the process playing with and seeing through the things that make con-

tact impossible: (violent) domination. If we cannot meet on an equal footing,

it is difficult and in the long run impossible to remain in contact.This applies

to the small-scale intersubjective relationships between people, but also on a

large scale: entering into contact means that power relations based on gender,

ethnicity, class, sexual orientation and so on are dissolved and replaced with

democratic encounters at eye level, as part of the concrete structure of every-

day life.

A new logic: freedom, and integrity

In my lectures, I use a metaphor to explain what is created or damaged in this

way: the shared fabric of integrity. It is harmed when we destroy the soil and

the forests, whenwe allow hunger and poverty; whenwemake children cramp

up in school rooms and later establish dominating power relations in theworld

ofwork anddiscriminate against each other.This fabric of integritywhich con-

nectsuswith eachother andwithnature,orwhichexpresses this connection, is

strengthenedwhenwe look after each other, not just by recognising each other

but also by sharing material resources. It has a historical dimension, too: the

wrongs of colonialism still destroy our collective fabric of integrity now, and

they have to be repaired; this would be a possible description of the situation

in which we find ourselves, as vulnerable beings on this living planet.

What is “worthwhile” and “valuable” can – as it is in somany books for chil-

dren and young people – be measured against whether it helps to weave this

collective fabric of integrity,orwhether it damages it.Thismeasure isnot freely

chosen by us; it is rather a given, like the limits of the planet. Even if everyone

in a society agreed to ignore it, it would still be there, nagging at us in the back-

ground and leading to suffering when it was neglected.

Theories at universities fail to take account of this when they rely on

“deliberation”, the joint negotiation of democratic goals. We cannot negoti-
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ate away the fact that domination can cause us to tense up and lose contact

with ourselves and others. That is our inner planetary limit, we could say.

But that doesn’t mean that through this we simply become a part of nature,

as claimed by posthumanist research and “new materialism” (Latour 2018),

theories which are currently as influential at our universities as poststruc-

turalism once was. We are “agents” in quite a different way from hills, lamps,

or computers, even if it is important to emphasise how we are intertwined

with nature. We have responsibility in a different sense. Alf Hornborg (2015)

and Andreas Malm (2017) point out that there is a gulf between us, our social

activities and decisions, and nature. And that it is dangerous to underplay

this difference, as posthumanism/Latour (2018) do, and correspondingly play

down our responsibility and our scope for action. Conversely, one could object

that Malm and Hornborg exaggerate the gap between nature and culture and

thus miss the phenomenon of “being connected” and democratic exchange as

found in Gestalt theory (Merleau-Ponty 1974).

If we reshape our societies now in such a way that we reach this point, see

through problematic power relations and abolish them, make affirming con-

tact possible and establish a “humane energy system”, we will find ourselves

with something researchers call convivialism (Vetter 2021). Democratisation

is then not limited to property relations but is focused on all the ways in which

we organise the quality of our relationships with each other and to nature. It is

not just about the formal “by and for the people”, but about the substance; that

we should not go against the outer framework of planetary limits (by cutting

down the rainforests, etc), or against our own inner framework, because both

determine our collective fabric of integrity.

In the university lecture room, we are once again watching the live stream

from theWEF in Davos. Davos.The place of healing, the health resort.We see

the incredible snowy landscape in the background of the recording.The air is

special, the forests up here above a thousand metres smell more intense, the

light and the colours are stronger. But this world of the “masters of the uni-

verse” in their limousines does not look healing. Not even when they are hold-

ing panel discussions about the health industry of the future.

Ever more urgently, the question comes up in our seminar rooms of how

exactly “value”, “freedom”, and “integrity” are connected, and who should de-

fine them. If someone changes our notion of what integrity means, they will

change theworld, I think.Right now,an adultman can insist on flying toDavos

in his private jet, even though he and everyone around him knows that he is

harming the lives of others by doing so.The carbon emissions are enormous; a
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direct (small) contribution to globalwarmingwith all the disastrous lethal con-

sequences. Like a three-year-old child in its tantrum phase, he throws himself

on the ground, kicks, waves his fists on the ground and screams: but I want to

fly, even if it harmspeople inMozambique.Or Iwant to eatmy steak.Or sit in a

traffic jam inmySUV. Iwant to own this forest and chop it down.And and and.

And this is seen as acceptable,because anything elsewould curtail his freedom.

This is what the politically established concept of freedom looks like, which is

inseparable from our concept of property rights and territorial integrity (von

Redecker 2021). We imagine that we each own ourselves and can do what we

like with ourselves and our own property; anyone who limits our autonomy is

regarded as a threat to our individual integrity.

But this approach to integrity is not without alternatives. For instance, it

abstracts away fromevery sensation (see the chapter on education).Many chil-

dren sense that something is not right, that I cannot really own the forest.The

UNprograms emphasise again and again during thesemonths how important

it is to protect the forests, to switch to a plant-based diet, a shift in approach

which would mean that we no longer mistreat nature and animals, but also

other people (see e.g. the IPBES reports).This is the kind of integrity thatmust

be preserved and strengthened; freedom can be seen as a result of such pro-

cesses which create integrity; and this is what school and university education

should be organised around.

But all that can come later. Right now, there is a crisis. Emergency laws

must be formulated and introduced, to halt emissions and build a sustainable

society within the next ten years. How is that possible? Across the world, we

have to reinvent democracy.

At this time, we receive the alarming news that the glaciers in the Himalayas

aremelting (Carrington 2019). One and a half billion people are affected. The

social conflicts that will result are scarcely imaginable.
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February – March 2019: The first international meeting,

and the founding of Scientists for Future

The global uprising emerges – the young activists are connected
across the world

In thesedays,newcountries join the Fridays for Future chats one after another.

They act as a climate movement for all countries – these young people who

don’twant to accept any relationsofdominationanymore.Wecanno longer ac-

cept thiswayof treatingpeople andnature, they tweet, fromUganda,Uruguay,

Argentina, and Japan.That is why the idea of the global strike makes so much

sense to them. What is happening is not an issue in just a few countries, but

a systemic problem for all populations. For a few children in the Global South,

the connection between pollution, global warming and labour exploitation is

visible every day, as they report in the chats. And they can talk to their peers in

the Global North about this twenty-four hours a day, as well as about the suf-

fering, the heat waves and the floods which they see. It is not about abstract

“populations” but about their aunt who can hardly breathe because of the air

pollution from the burning of fossil fuels.

All together, they prepare themselves in their own ways for the 15th of

March. The map and the homepage of Fridays for Future, created by Jan and

Jens a long time ago, turn out to have awhole unexpected potential. In one city

after another, across the world, a new dot appears marking where people are

striking, at which location exactly, and who the contact person is for locals.

An English Twitter account called Dormouse helps to keep a record of all

locations.Themap is like a treasuremap, and like the fictional adventurer Nils

Holgersson, we can use it to fly across the country and then the world, visiting

individual rebels. It will continue to play this role until a year later,when a new
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website is created by an international group of young activists around Simon

fromMynttorget, with the help of Chris in Berlin.

Week by week, new countries join. Bangladesh, Pakistan, Kenya, and so

on. To the delight of everyone in Mynttorget, it suddenly seems that a “global”

protest action is really coming.Whatwas initially nothingmore than an idea in

theminds of a few young people is graduallymaterialising. Inmany countries,

we hear in Mynttorget, it is dangerous to go on strike; partly because it is for-

bidden by the regime, as inMoscow andChina, partly because inmany African

countries the education system is not set up in such a way that strikes are eas-

ily possible. Inmany countries, such as Bangladesh, Friday is a holiday for cul-

tural and religious reasons. Working groups emerge. Fridays for Future is on

a good path internationally, I think myself, but it is still so unbelievably vul-

nerable. On the new communication channel, Discord, which is really a plat-

form for gamers, it is possible for anyone to get involved and then suddenly act

like they have a central position in FFF and suggest things that could mess ev-

erything up. That is also because many of the young people who are otherwise

very active, the most active in their countries, don’t have time on top of that to

readwhat is being said on an international channel and take part in the discus-

sion. And every week there is a terrifying new report on the ecological crisis.

The Keeling curve, which shows CO2 concentration in the air, rises higher and

higher, easily passing 410 ppm. Tipping points are already being passed: the

permafrost is thawing, and the Greenland ice seems to bemelting irreversibly,

at least close to the sea (King 2020).

A homecoming, and a farewell

There is widespread relief when Greta finally returns from Davos and appears

behind her sign. Everyone gathers in Mynttorget.Themagazine Spiegel Online

is here. So is the TV channel ZDF. A few more critical media are here too, in-

cluding Svenska Dagbladet, and the Spiegel is taking an investigative approach

and attempting to followup all the rumours thatGreta is trying tomakemoney

through her strike.That’s all nonsense, I say again and again; themovement is

held together by Isabelle, Loukina and all the others. In the international chats,

preparations for the 15th ofMarch are in full swing, andmore andmore young

people and their parents are hearing about the plan. Brice, Benjamin and An-

dreas, the French-Luxembourgian-Danishmusketeers, are deep indiscussion:

Shouldwebepresenting aunified list of demands?Now thatwehave the atten-
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tion of the whole world for one day and can coordinate with each other, what

should we ask for?The young people in Mynttorget are sceptical: let’s focus on

the collective uprising.

On this strike Friday in late winter, I go back to the university. The corri-

dors are silent.Thestudentshereandat theotheruniversitieswhere I’ve taught

still have too little idea of the ecological and climate crisis, existentially, I think

to myself; and they do not learn the skills which are so bitterly needed in or-

der to build up a global, sustainable, fair society.The heads of the universities

ought to act. How to change that? The idea occurs to me of forming a centre

for sustainability, a prototype which could be adopted by all schools and uni-

versities worldwide (see the chapter on education). I myself ammore sad than

anything else.My limited contract at StockholmUniversity is running out and

I have soon to stop working with my students, who have become important to

me.Maybe I can continue working at the next-door Institute for Children and

Youth Studies.

Far away, in countlessGerman-speaking lecturehalls,academics inawhole

range of subjects are having similar thoughts and are in the process of joining

together. They will call themselves “Scientists for Future” – and they are com-

posing a statement in support of the young activists. They have had enough

of their institutions’ passivity. Just in time for the global strike, the world is to

hear about the most important research.

The conflict over the trip to the EU parliament in Strasbourg

Theweeks of the global uprisinghave come.Andat one focal point of this upris-

ing are those who could change everything, the politicians in the parliaments.

We are standing at the edge of Mynttorget in a group of fifteen people: on

the one hand, climate scientists from the Stockholm universities have gath-

ered, and on the other, there are the environment and climate spokespeople of

all the political parties in the Swedish parliament. After half a year of strikes

on their doorstep, they seem to feel that they ought to take a stance.

In the centre stands a friendly, politically active climate scientist, a leader

in his field: Douglas Nilsson,who had visited the strike already in the very first

August week, and who is now speaking to a green liberal politician. “Yes, we

welcome your research and also this strike,” says the “centrist” politician.That’s

what all the politicians say who come by here, and then they take selfies. “But

you’re not even listening to what our research says; you have to make massive
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reductions in emissions, right now, every year. Where’s the legislation? That’s

your job.” “Wewould like to, but in politics it’s necessary tomake compromises;

that’s democracy.”That is the main argument which is made again and again.

It is also made by the green climate minister and deputy prime minister Is-

abella Lövin, who sometimes comes by Mynttorget. “I would like to, but…”The

climate action plan presented by the left-wing and green coalition government

soon afterwards is criticised by representatives of all universities (the climate

advisory group set up by the government) as entirely inadequate; particularly

because it does not even make clear how much emissions have to be reduced

by, or which measures could contribute to this and how.

In Switzerland, the climate activists demand that the government present

a climate action plan for “net zero 2030”. Together with scientists and civil

society, they begin to make such a plan themselves, for all sectors including

transport or energy. But the social democrat president Sommaruga also only

signals hesitant agreement: “We have to make compromises. Do you want to

undermine democracy?” she asks. “We want to strengthen it,” reply the young

activists. “Across generations.”

But then the letter arrives from the green and social democratMEPs in the

EU parliament, sent to all European national groups of FFF. “You are cordially

invited to join the climate discussion in Parliament on the 13th of March. We

will pay for your travel and a hotel – 20 000 EUR.” How should we react, the

young people ask. The whole strike is directed against these very MEPs. For

many of the young people, the trip is attractive, especially for those who have

never met each other in real life. But isn’t this a kind of takeover move – a po-

tentially damaging one – someof themask.Thewholemovement has the force

that it has because it comes as the voice of a generation. Not as the youth or-

ganisation of one or two parties.Wouldn’t the press have a field day: Oh, look,

this FFF thing is just a youth group of the greens or the left? Some of the young

people try everything to persuade the other countries not to travel there; and

particularly not to fly.Themood becomes increasingly tense. But this question

about visiting the EU is only the tip of the iceberg. In February and March,

there aremoreandmore challenges.Anythingelsewouldbe improbable.Anew

democratic form of cooperation is supposed to come about, globally.

But now, before the big strike day, such questions have to be decided. Can

someone – or individual important groups – “represent” the whole move-

ment? That idea is rejected. How can joint statements and texts be composed

for newspapers and press releases? The most active young people now know

each other better and better; they have been in a state of emergency for weeks,
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and they can argue and resolve their differences again.The easiest question is

about the shared logos, the round green logos designed by Sophie in Germany.

But already when it comes to the open letter to the Guardian, which is being

worked on mainly by the Swiss activists with an international group, it be-

comes difficult.Who should sign it; can anyone speak for the whole of Fridays

for Future? A heated discussion takes place on all the platforms and in all the

chats.

The strength of FFF seems to me in these days to be the fact that the na-

tional groups have retained their specificities, including the different names

such as “Klimastreik” and “Youth For Climate”, and so on. A varied mishmash

of “bottom-up” initiatives. And that these national groups are just one actor.

There are also lone fighters who are active in the chats, and groups which in-

clude different countries. Keeping all the variation and still managing to forge

unity; how is that possible?The best option is to talk to each other, all the time.

Should FFF accept the EU invitation?Who can go?What is FFF?

A Zoom meeting is agreed to decide this. Even arranging the meeting

presents democratic problems. How can everyone be informed; how many

people can take part; are all countries represented roughly equally? Online,

there can be a strange kind of group panic which would never happen at an
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analogue meeting. Who is paying for the invitation: the green and left-wing

parties, or the whole EU? When it becomes clear that it is the whole EU, most

people agree with the idea of the meeting. And soon, Isabelle and Tindra from

Mynttorget, and Andreas from Falun are on their way to Strasbourg.They get

stuck on the night train in Hamburg because of a storm, and only just make

their connecting train.

The first international FFF meeting of sixty climate activists from across

the EU is a success; so it seems to me. A protest action “against” – and not

“with” – the MEPs is the focus. Generally, this remains the basic attitude: FFF

does not cooperate but acts as an emergency brake, reminding people that real

political change is needed.And so, the first important bonds are createdwhich

carry the Europeanmovement through the next years.

The sensation – the founding of #ScientistsForFuture

At exactly the same time as this journey, something happens which has prob-

ably never been seen before in the history of the universities or of academia.

Thousands of academics across many disciplines, universities, cities, and

countries agree to basic principles for grassroots cooperation in the fu-

ture – and a central statement (see scientists4future.org; and Hagedorn et al.

2019). Scientists for Future is formed. “The concerns of the young people who

are demonstrating are justified.” They are not exaggerating. The media and

politicians, who say something different, are not basing their statements on

currently recognised global research but are distorting reality. It is serious.

People everywhere have a right to hear this: without unprecedented drastic

measures tomake our societies sustainable within a few years, it is impossible

“to limit global warming and halt the mass extinction of animal and plant

species.”

It is not just a few German climate scientists who have agreed on this doc-

ument after weeks of hard work (also with the help of Jörg from the group

in Mynttorget), but leading scientists and the directors of almost twenty of

the most important research institutes across the world: from Philadelphia to

Manchester, Potsdam, and Zurich. One of the most respected climate scien-

tists, Joachim Schellnhuber, describes what is happening as follows: “The sol-

idarity between scientists and the young generation in the struggle for a new

society with a sustainable economy and way of life is as powerful as the big

bang.” The alliance between young activists and scientists is announced at a
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press conference at Tuesday lunchtime – three days before the global strike.

The young activists Louisa and Jakob sit next to professors fromS4F (Scientists

for Future). Already at this point, more than ten thousand scientists from all

disciplines have lent their support to the statement and to the children’s global

strike.

On this Tuesday evening, while the Swiss activist Marie-Claire is speaking

on Swiss television about the difficult state of the planet, and while Isabelle,

Tindra,andAndreas are travelling fromMynttorget toStrasbourg tomeet their

fellow strikers from across Europe and are stuck on their train in the storm,

academics look back proudly at the day and think about the question of what

a university’s task really is. Are researchers allowed to get involved? Isn’t that

dangerous for the scientific status of their research? What is the role of stu-

dents and academics?

A lot of very different points connect the team around Gregor Hagedorn

at the Berlin Museum of Science when S4F is founded. And none of them can

be taken for granted.What is actually happening in strategic terms? First, the

idea of a statement is the focus. Later, there will also be a charter, with values

and a description of the meaning and purpose of the grassroots movement in

which all academics worldwide can participate from this moment on.

But now, at the beginning, the core of the S4F-movement is about present-

ing the best and most reliable research. This statement is published in April

in one of the most important scientific journals in the world (Hagedorn et al.

2019). However, at the same time, it is also distributed across the whole sci-

entific community. Not only climate scientists should be able to stand behind

it, but everyone who is open to the results of fundamental research. This cre-

ates a sense ofmomentum,because now they can be joined by peoplewhohave

been working for years in all different areas to research sustainable transfor-
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mation (in the realms of energy, transport, agriculture, digital technology, fi-

nance, but also: politics, education, economics). Local groups are formed,mir-

roring those of FFF, and email lists are made with hundreds of participants

who can be reached at any time regarding science communication, debates,

but also events. As a grassroots movement, it does not have any formal hierar-

chies, although the coordination team which is soon formed and the advisory

board with around a hundredmembers do both play important roles.

As a central point, the press conference on Tuesday also establishes a fur-

ther principle.This is not about presenting research results fromdifferent dis-

ciplines side by side. It should mean that there is finally action on something

the university seems to promise in its very name – the possibility of seeing and

conceptualising all disciplines together, as part of a system. The assumption

behind this: we can only respond to the ecological and climate crisis as a crisis,

stop emissions in such a short time and delay global warming if we are able

to see the larger context and connect the specific details (solar energy; plant-

based diets and so on) with these overarching contexts.

From the beginning, the project of S4F is therefore a project of the univer-

sity itself: the knowledge of the humanities on theories of global justice and

intersectionality should be taken into account just as much as environmental

and climate sciences.That is the reason why an economist,Maja Göpel, sits on

the stage in front of the media, beside Volker Quaschning, a professor for re-

generative energy systems, and Eckart von Hirschhausen, a doctor. It is about

marking out the science-based framework inwhich politicsmust immediately

find its way. How exactly this should look in concrete terms is still up to the

democratic interplay of all the other actors involved.A vision emerges of a new,

better, more sustainable interaction between science, politics, federal depart-

ments, the legal system, and the population.

In the ensuing months, my “double culture” comes in handy. On the one

hand, I can establish a direct connection with the young people in Mynttor-

get. On the other, the German-speaking research institutions represented on

the board are familiar to me, and cooperations emerge reflecting this (see the

discussion of the EU climate law in the chapter on corona).What I hardly suc-

ceeded in doing six months ago in Sweden with the S4F project – or only to a

verymodest degree – nowdevelops at an entirely different scale, to our delight

in Mynttorget.

At the same time, I do feel a certain amount of scepticism.Aren’t there also

researcherswhoarenot guidedbyFFF’s compass?Whoprefer to talk about 900

Gt rather than 420Gt as the emissions budget in 2018; who do not want to take

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Chapter 6: The Prelude to the Uprising 145

note of any criteria of justice when calculating budgets – and all because they

appeal to the idea of what is “politically and realistically” feasible, rather than

what is truly feasible and what the Paris Agreement demands on democratic

grounds. Didn’t the young people begin their strike because of precisely that

attitude? And this criticism is not only catalyst for the new grassroots move-

ment,but also that for the arguments over its direction (on this, see the chapter

on Smile For Future).

How can we guarantee at all, I ask myself, that we, as S4F, are not going

to ignore the young people in the name of some kind of “realism”?The scenar-

ios have to be possible, but who can say what “realistic” politics is? We are in

a crisis. And Scientists for Future, which soon has more than 25 000 partic-

ipants, only exists as a huge academic movement because those five regular

strikers have been returning to Mynttorget every week for months, through

ice and rain. We owe it to them to make sure a “principle of caution” guides

us, and also to create intergenerational justice (on the concept of intergenera-

tional justice: Bidadanure 2021 andWolff 2022). It is about reducing emissions

now, with university science as the starting point. And because politicians are

not doing that at all, the children are on strike.

Andus researchers?There areweekly climate strikes by researchers in a few

cities and in front of universities, and from Mynttorget we share their tweets

with the world: in the long term, we needmore than just statements.

The newspapers are now writing almost every day about the new environ-

mental movement.My gaze wanders to the “global map” on the Fridays for Fu-

ture website.More than one hundred countries have announced that they will

be taking part in the strikes. Including China, Russia, Cuba, and Svalbard. A

few are in contact with researchers in the Antarctic. Then all five continents

would be on board.The whole world, united, for a fundamental change in the

way we live together.

It has tobepossible to stop the absurdglobalwarming, toprevent thedeath

of thousands of animal species and to ensure that there won’t be struggles for

food and water amongmillions of people already within the lifetimes of those

who are preparing so feverishly for Friday.The idea of a global political move-

ment,which has been onmymind for years, comes up again. Isn’t this the first

step, what’s happening now this Friday? Global solidarity between more than

150 countries, supporting FFF’s basic demand: keep to the Paris Agreement.

Maja Göpel, the academic from Scientists for Future, implied at the press con-

ference on Tuesday that a new political movement was needed. And we have

been working here at the university for years to outline a new perspective on
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the economy, health, education, and the energy system. FFF is the young peo-

ple’smovement.Canwe as Scientists for Future – togetherwith groups of Psy-

chologists for Future, Artists, Workers, Teachers for Future and so on – come

together as People for Future? So that everyone can join us?
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Chapter 7: The Uprising

March – April 2019: The first global strike,

and the London occupation

The 15th of March – the day of the global strike

The day starts undramatically in New Zealand: “Wellington is on the march”

says the brief message on Twitter at eleven in the evening, when it is still

the 14th of March in Europe. Smiling faces of primary school children. Then:

Australia, easily more than 100 000 people are out protesting. The films from

Sidney and Melbourne are impressive. Soon afterwards: Kathmandu, Nepal:

hundreds.That must be the highest-altitude strike. It comes closer.The earth

turns.

And in Stockholm, a hesitant rain is falling. How will the day be? Have the

ones who travelled to Strasbourg even returned safe and sound? While we re-

ceive the first photos from South Africa at around 9 in the morning, a few ac-

tivists from Stockholm are on the biggest newspaper livestream, “Expressen,”

giving an interview on breakfast television. The evening before, they arrived

backatmidnight,happyafter theirEUdemonstration.Now,on themorningof

the global strike, they look out from theTV screen, just like their fellowactivists

fromMynttorget,who have been invited to the biggest private TV station,TV4.

“You’re really worried?” asks the TV presenter. “Yes. If politics doesn’t

change, our life will become a catastrophe.” “And you’ve been on strike every

week?” asks the co-presenter in admiration. They are suddenly – as they are

again later on-stage and backstage – the ones who are looked at by thousands

of their peers not just in recognition but in excitement: heroes who are re-

ported on in the media and whom children talk about in the cafes where they

go to warm up with hot chocolate and cinnamon buns on the day of the strike.
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Week after week, they sat on the ground and hundreds, thousands of people

just walked past them.

But in Mynttorget it is still quiet. A few more TV teams and journalists

are there than usual, and the first school classes also appear amazingly early.

Slowly the square fills up, it will be midday soon – and everything is going

wrong. On the posters, the young people had written: we will meet in Mynt-

torget from 12. But a few of them had the idea a week ago that the high schools

of the city could march in a star formation to gather on the main square in

Stockholm, the Sergelstorg. Then they were to march onward to Mynttorget,

which is close by.

Shortly before 11:30 some of them set off, curious to see what is happening

in Sergelstorg. Are the school classes actually leaving their classrooms? No one

has really organised this part, or even thought about it. The Drottninggåtan

runs directly from Mynttorget to Sergelstorg, through the parliament build-

ings, past the government building known as the “Rosenbad”, and then past

the education ministry and up to Åhlens, the biggest shopping centre in the

city. Microphones and cameras jostle each other in front of Greta, Ell, and the

others.

The Drottninggåtan is half empty.The only obstruction is the press – until

they all walk round the corner and stand in the middle of Sergelstorg. There

arenot eight school classes there,but ten thousandyoungpeople, chanting and
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yelling.All of themare just going forward in a kind of trance.And soon they are

standing up on the Gallerie in the centre of the square. Chaos reigns, just as it

does on other big squares across the world in Manila, Milan, Paris, Kampala,

Berlin, Bern, Sidney, Buenos Aires, and Tokyo where Loukina,Mitzi, Sommer,

Bianca, Nicki, Erik, Saoi, and Dylan are gathering with their friends.

Days ago, years ago, they thought that they were the only ones who were

concerned, sitting alone in their classrooms or at home; haunted by night-

mares of a burning planet. Now, they realise suddenly that they are not alone,

and haven’t been.That there are manymore who care.

They stand still. Everything is blocked. For a second, it is as if time stands

still and the sound diminishes.

“What shouldwedonow?”“Weshould just gobackand take the rest of them

with us”, someone suggests. “We can’t go back. The police won’t allow it.” The

only other possible route is a long detour through the Kungsträdgården, the

most popular and biggest central park in the city, and then over the bridge in

front of the palace, round the back way toMynttorget.Thatmeans passing the

junction which we blocked five months ago with Extinction Rebellion.

Many have their “There is no planet B” signs with them. And they will yell

back when the young people half an hour later shout from the stage, “Keep it…

in the ground. Keep it in the ground” – referring to coal, oil, and gas. That is

what they care about, this whole generation. They know that ultimately coal,

gas and oil must stay in the ground. In Germany, but also in China, Venezuela,

and Saudi Arabia. And that politically no path has been established to guar-

antee this in global cooperation, even if UNGeneral Secretary Guterres tweets

that night that he is going to organise an extrameeting inNewYork inSeptem-

ber because of the global school strike, to guarantee that the Paris Agreement

is followed.

Hours earlier, when the day began, the young people sat on the bench in

front of the wall they all lent against in September, when it was so absurdly

warm in Mynttorget. Swedish TV had finally arrived. “What do you propose?”

the reporter wanted to know. “How should things continue after the strike?

What should happen next?” “Everything has to change.” “If we take the Paris

Agreement seriously, everything has to change.” What has been legitimised

during entire lifetimes, the exploitation of nature and of other people, all of

that has to stop, I think, it has to be seen as irrational and violent; the soil has

to be ploughed sustainably and animals cannot be eaten. People cannot get

rich from this violence. It is as if the whole of humanity has to wake up from a

dream.
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“There are a lot of people here.” Greta looks at themasses of people in front

of her. It is now after twelve and the march has finally arrived in Mynttorget.

There are more than 15 000 children and young people standing there and lis-

tening to the beginning of her speech; in exactly the place where otherwise on

Fridays about fifty people stand quietly talking to each other. Next to her on

stage: the wholeMynttorget group, the “original crew”, as they are now called.

Many parents describe weeks later what the daymeant to their children. “First

I would like to thank you.Thank you for coming.”Greta turns to the Stockholm

youngpeoplewhohavedared to strike.Theyare supposed tobe at school.Along

with them, on this day, 1.6 million children and young people in 125 countries

on this planet have left their schools. “Thank you to those of youwho are stand-

ing on this stage.” In her yellow raincoat, Greta looks at her companions, who

have been by her side for seven months. “And thank you to everyone who has

helped to organise this strike.”Then a short pause for breath. “We children did

not cause the problem of the climate crisis, it was just there. […] We do not

accept that! We don’t let this happen! Therefore, we are on strike. And we will

continue!”

The global Facebook chat is completely overcrowded. Everyone wants to

know how it’s going; new numbers are coming from countries we’ve hardly

heard from before. Chaos breaks out, the Excel tables have to be started again

twice. In the middle of the night, everyone in the main chat agrees that there
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is reliable enough data for us to use the figure of 1.4 million when talking to

the press; later, this is corrected to 1.6 million. Paris and Madrid – around 50

000 people.The police confirm it. Montreal and Milan – around 100 000 chil-

dren and young people… Jonas is there with the Swiss numbers, Luca with the

German ones, Janine and Benjamin are trying to keep track.Whenwe pass the

threshold of amillion, at around ten in the evening, the news spreads likewild-

fire; also to the strikers in all their suburbs in Stockholm. And everywhere in

the world, children and young people are going to bed late, full of experiences

which have changed their lives.They have power. If they seize it.

Looking at the map with the thousand cities on all continents, I feel for

a second, how a world could be beyond all structures of domination, a world

where everyone, every child, is treated as equal and free. And then, at the same

time, it is clear: all of thismakes no sense if we older ones do not react, tenfold,

and reflect back to all of the youngpeoplewhatwehave seen in their hearts and

heard from their lungs during this day – and act.

“Everything must change” – a new foundation for the UN charter

“Everything must change.” On the morning of the 15th of March, two articles

are published inTheGuardian.One of them is by GeorgeMonbiot, the climate

columnist. The other is by Greta and the seven or eight well-known European

faces of the climate strike. Both agree that there is a basic problem with our
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society. Rather than caring for and sharing nature and its resources,we regard

them as the property of competing individuals and states, as property which is

also defined as an object, or as Monbiot expresses it: as something we can use

however we want.We can burn it.We can waste it.We don’t have to care for it.

But the gap report by the UN (UNEP Production Gap Report 2019) shows

thatwithin this political approach and setting, somany infrastructure projects

(coal power stations, oil towers, refineries, gas pipelines etc.) have been set up

and planned on a contractually binding basis that in the next ten years these

projects will already produce double the greenhouse gases allowed by the Paris

Agreement and the IPCC-SR-15 report.How canwe break away from this path

to a nightmarish world that is three or for degrees warmer – a path which has

been legitimised by Swedish, German, and Swiss governments? All of us have

to gather around a table, I think on the evening of the strike day, in order to

stop the fossil projects together and replace themwith renewable projects. But

this depends on a newway of thinking, a newway of seeing nations and prop-

erty, of defining resources andnature, for all of us. In his short article,Monbiot

refers to the ideas of JohnLocke,who still shapes ourmodern economic system

today (see also vonRedecker 2021): that nature can be private property, accord-

ing to Locke through and for thosewhofirst claim it and “mix” itwith their own

work, by cultivating the soil, as Monbiot says, or by having slaves cultivate it.

So it becomes our own; it becomes a thing under our control. More or less ev-

ery one of the 1.6 million young people who are walking through the streets of

Kathmandu, Melbourne, Stockholm or Rio will find this idea absurd, I think;

at least the ones I talk to. It is a philosophical construct.

The intuition which many of the activists probably have is this: nature is

something we find ourselves in; we can prune its trees to improve their fruit,

andwecanharvest the fruit,butnature isnot aproduct.Themodernconceptof

property is hardly appropriate when we think about forests, fields, andmoun-

tains, let alone the inside of the earth. If there was any message on this day, I

think to myself, it’s this: we are a population who depend on each other on a

single living planet, and we want to look after each other in such a way that we

can live together, as human beings.
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The strike is really becoming global. Suddenly young people from all coun-

tries are standing together in the streets at the same time, close to their parlia-

ments: inEurope,America,Australia,andalso in countries in theGlobal South,

which was exploited for centuries by colonial powers, dominated by western

elites (seeMargolin 2020,Hickel 2018), which extracted their knowledge, their

work, theirmineral resources, and, you could say, their humanity. It is possible

and necessary that the populations of this world can come together and see all

the riches of nature as something shared, that is the idea that now comes to the

fore (similar: Dixson-Declève et al. 2022); and not as abstract property that can

be used.There would have to be a global contract, I think tomyself, setting out

how we can leave oil and coal in the ground.Then there could be a new article,

article “zero”, in the UN charter, I go on imagining the utopia. Of course, you’d

think that the general assembly and the security council would never allow a
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change to the foundation of the UN. But the basic premises have changed as

the Amazon has burned. Even for governments, the climate has become one of

the most important security issues (Hardt 2020).

After the unimaginable horrors of the SecondWorld War, when the world

picked itself up and set about creating a shared foundation, theUNcharterwas

created,meaning the basic understanding, sharedby all humans,of howstates

should behave towards each other, as a basis for what is legal and what is not.

What was important and sensible at the time now reads differently. A crucial

dimension is missing. Article 1 states that the global community must be or-

ganised in such a way that there is peace for everyone. Article 2 then explains

that every state is responsible for its own territory and that everyone must re-

spect this territorial integrity.Clever,when you think about thewars of aggres-

sion and about colonialism.This purely “negative” concept of our shared life on

this planet, defined by the idea that we cannot interfere in other people’s af-

fairs, reaches its limits when states can cut down forests on their own territory

andburn coal, disturbing thewhole planetary earth-system; andwhenwe con-

sider our shared history.The next step is to put this idea into practice (see the

chapter on a new global order): to sit down together for a conference andmake

a binding agreement as “one people”, defining which stores of coal, oil and gas

have to remain in the groundwhere; howwe canwork together in a fair way to

reduce emissions by more than ten percent per year; and how we can provide

enough resources to everyone so that they can live a good life – this would be a

possible program under the heading, “We, the people… for future.”

We shouldn’t be allowed to take the toxic substances out of the ground; all

of us are convinced of that. For that, we need to have some sense of a world

community; and precisely that is embodied by the global unity of the climate

strikers.

The occupation of London

In theweekbeforeEaster,everything comes to aheadagain.After almost a year

of preparations, the “rebellionweek” arrives, the uprising forwhich Extinction

Rebellion was founded last summer. Now it is not just about a demonstration

or a strike. It is literally about an uprising, with all the consequences.The cen-

tre of London is to be occupied, disrupting society in England until the gov-

ernment responds to three demands: telling the truth about the extent of the

climate crisis, setting the goal of zero emissions by 2025, and doing so demo-
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cratically through “citizens’ assemblies”. This form of uprising by a large sec-

tion of the population for future generations, prepared for years, has probably

never been seen before in a western democracy. Part of the population is pre-

pared to go to prison to insist on a different politics.

In Stockholm,weknowwhichprotest actions are beingplanned in the cen-

tre of London,andwe study themap to seewhere theywill be takingplace.Four

critical locations in London are to be blocked, and above all permanently held,

for days or weeks, so that the population and then the government will have

to react: Oxford Circus and Marble Arch as the two centres of the shopping

district, Waterloo Bridge as the central axis, and above all Parliament Square,

right in front of the centre of power. For that to work, thousands of ordinary

peoplemust be prepared to block these places peacefully with their bodies and

be arrested for it.Nooneknowshow thepolice andgovernmentwill react.How

will the rebels be able to hold the open space in front of parliament, against

hundreds of police officers?

We have also prepared ourselves for our blockade in Stockholm, which is

taking place at the same time.There is to be a smaller, twofold action, straight

away onMonday, at the same time as the beginning of the London occupation.

First, there will be a “die in”, with everyone lying down as if dead in themiddle

of theparliament passage,and then theparliament bridgewill be occupied and

held for at least a day, even if there are arrests.

At the same time, Greta makes a speech at the EU parliament at the last

session of the climate committee before the elections. She calls on everyone to

take part in the coming elections, but also points out in doing so that none of

the parties has an approach which really takes the Paris Agreement seriously.

Shehas tobendover themicrophone to speak.After a fewsentences,shebegins

to list everything our civilisation is destroying, from the forests to the animal

species which being exterminated by humans. In her voice, there is sadness,

and a huge sense of grief comes over us who hear it. The regular strikers in

Stockholm begin to write a message, sending love and support.

Manyof themandevenof the older activists have a sense of despair in these

weeks. Some also call it eco-anxiety: not just a feeling of fear for all that will

happen in the future; not just nausea because the older generationdoesn’t care,

breaks the attachment and leaves them alone; not just a feeling of being pow-

erless, but all of this combined into a diffuse anxiety, as if a black hole were

eating up every joy and the trust in humanity. Tori Tsui, a young climate jus-

tice activist fromHong Kong, points out how important it is in such situations

to find a community that can offer support (Tsui 2023). And I think again: it
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shouldn’t be the young people who have to fight. It should be the generation

that is now standing up and leading the fight in London.

We watch eagerly, following Twitter and Facebook to see the Londoners

taking over the squares. Everything unfolds surprisingly peacefully (Taylor et

al. 2019). At Marble Arch and Parliament Square, there are people dancing.

Many of them have brought plants with them and turned the depressing tar-

mac designed for cars into a colourful living room.Musicians soon arrive, es-

pecially in the evenings, including classical performers, and begin to play. Ox-

fordCircus blossoms into the centre of the speeches: a pinkboat is driven along

and screwed down in themiddle of the street, the “boat of truth.”Themost dif-
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ficult part is defending the four entry roads onto Parliament Square against

the police, who keep trying to clear them.

While we set up our blockade on the bridge, we hear about the first arrests

in London. There will be many, hundreds, day after day. London’s centre is

becoming a battleground without violence. Parliament Square is surrounded

again and again by endless chains of police. But it still doesn’t fall, not onMon-

day evening, not on Tuesday, not on Wednesday. The lawyer Farhana Yamin,

who was one of those who worked on the Paris Agreement, glues herself to a

building so that she cannot be removed (Mathiesen 2019). For a day, in Stock-

holm, we hold the bridge which connects parliament with the government

building. Most of the young people who are striking for the climate want to

take part in the blockade, even though they know that they can be arrested.

The adults from theMynttorget group stand on the side facing the parliament,

with Mynttorget in front of them, and next to them the Mynttorget young

people with about a hundred rebels behind them.

In front of us are the police, and for a long time it is unclear how they will

react andwhether theywill arrest people.We are standing in an area of the city

which is regarded as requiring special protection,meaning that the police have

extra powers.We keep the bridge despite all the uncertainty and fear, and after

an hour in which we let a few passers-by through, the young activists block it

completely for the rest of the day.

And that is howakeymoment comes about: the spokesperson for the green

party on climate policy is literally standing in front of us, separated from us

only by a huge banner. The parties of the red-green government, dependent

on the neoliberal parties, promised before the elections somemonths ago that

theywould implement the Paris Agreement. But now, they talk about “net zero

2045” as the goal – when we all know that the CO2 budget for 1.5 degrees will

be gone around 2030.And on top of this, the government’s own climate council

with around ten universities represented says that the established policies are

not at all sufficient to reach this very inappropriate target of 2045 (Klimatpoli-

tiska rådet 2019). Everything is wrong here; it goes against the fundamentals

of democratic institutions and processes. If we know that 2045 is too late, we

have to change the agreements even if these were made years ago by most of

the political parties. And again, the most vulnerable in Sweden and globally,

the children, are affected the most.

Should we just observe all of this, we ask the green spokesperson. And we

say: it is legitimate to usemethods of nonviolence to get the society on the road

to a sustainable future for all. Many more should join. During the next four
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years, the emissions must already decrease drastically. We are getting nearer

andnearer tomore tippingpoints.But emissions arenot goingdown (Urisman

Otto inThunberg 2022).The Swedish banks and pension funds are still financ-

ing the fossil industry. But even after the discussion with the climate policy

spokespeople during the blockade, it is unclear to all of us how Sweden is in

any way thinking of reducing its emissions by ten or twelve percent per year;

how the ten tons of CO2 per person could decrease to two. Flying, driving “fos-

sil” cars, eating huge amounts of meat, cutting down the forests, investing in

oil shares – barely any limits are placed on any of this by politicalmeans; nor is

there any debate how this can be done with justice and care for the ones with

the least resources. The rich who produce the most emissions are even sup-

posed to be receiving a huge amount of tax relief in the next four years. Why

should people in China or India stand up for more climate politics when they

see the inaction in Europe?

At the same time, it becomes so palpable that those who are intervening in

the power relations with their bodies or making speeches about biodiversity

at the EUparliament are vulnerable.There is no point imagining howwe could

shake off that vulnerability.That is not possible, and it is not a pathwe can take.

That is precisely thepath takenby thosewhoare bringing theworld to the brink

of destruction: they build tanks, barriers, walls, weapons, SUVs and try in vain

to hide their “condition humaine”. We are endlessly vulnerable and reliant on

each other, on the care of others for our vulnerable bodieswhenwe are small or

very old, on help, on encouragingwords.That iswhatKierkegaard described as

“absurd”: thatwehumans live our lives and even love other people and animals,

wanting to build relationships, even though we know that at the next moment

a branch can fall on our heads.We have to learn to deal with that.The society,

the economywhichwemust build together in the next ten years will have to be

founded on that, on the realisation that we need each other.

Some days later, in Rome, Greta focuses on this in her speech: for decades,

some powerful and rich people have accepted the fact that the whole environ-

ment is being destroyed and that thousands of people are dying – in floods like

the ones inMozambique amonth ago, indroughts like those inSyria, in storms

andwars for oil. In Paris, Extinction Rebellion occupies the “Défense,” the area

where the headquarters of the big banks are located, as well as oil companies

such as Totale.
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In London, meanwhile, the police are acting ever more decisively against

the protesters. EmmaThompson, the Oscar-winning actor, stands on the pink

boat in the middle of Oxford Circus and encourages the rebels to stay, sur-

rounded by a circle of police. In addition to this, the whole square is now sur-

rounded by a further circle of police in yellow. Kate Raworth, the economics

professor, tweets: hey, they’re formingmydoughnut, the shape of her vision of

a fair and sustainable society. On English TV, Rupert Read, a philosophy pro-

fessor at East Anglia University, is describing how serious the situation is. A

weekago,GeorgeMonbiotwason television calling for the abolitionof this sys-

temwhich stuffsmore andmore into itself because it is aiming for exponential

growth – how is nature supposed to bear that? And in the evening, David At-

tenborough’s documentary film is shown, which begins with him visiting us

in Mynttorget, and which shows clearly how dramatically the situation has al-

ready deteriorated.

We all breathe out slightly. It is possible, after all, to spread this informa-

tion in the media. But in contrast with this, the rest of Europe says nothing at

all about the dramatic events in London. The Swedish papers don’t report on

them.TheGerman papers barely do so.Where are they now, ZDF, LeMonde, all

the familiar journalists who have excitedly stopped off atMynttorget?Why are

they silent now, when a real conflict is happening and it’s not just a fuss over

celebrities and children?
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Again and again, the occupation threatens to collapse, especially in Parlia-

ment Square; onThursday evening it is especially dramatic. But then suddenly

a line of cyclists appears with the XR symbol on their backs. And when every-

one thinks that the square is being completely cleared, a group of drummers

marches into view, hundreds of people, reinforcements. And the police have to

start again with their arrests.The protesters do not give up the square, for the

whole of that first week. They hold Oxford Circus too, without the boat now.

More than a thousand people are arrested (Swenson 2019).

Here, too, on the bridge we’re blocking, the situation comes to a head.The

police announce that they have the power to arrest us immediately. We take

this in and say that we need to discuss it, to the astonishment of the police.

And now the process starts which has been such an outstanding feature of FFF

and XR in the last months. In the individual small democratic groups which

we have formed, heated discussions take place and a consensus is sought and

voted on, using the thermometer system: hands in front of you means “I don’t

know,” hands up means “yes,” and hands down means “no.” A delegate is sent

to the general meeting. None of this can be observed by the police, because we

have turned the banners into a wall. We delay the decision. But then the band

of rebels fromMynttorget decides to go all the way with the blockade.They lie

down in the street as a human carpet, and the police back off.The young people

are the ones who behavemost bravely, with the greatest solidarity, as a group. 

In the UK and other countries, polls show that by the end of the week, peo-

ple have changed their minds in enormous numbers, and now see the climate

crisis as the main problem, and protest as legitimate (Kountouris/Williams

2023).The UK government declares a climate emergency.

The resultsof theAustralianelections: against all predictions, the centre-right

partieswin. They are the oneswhowant to continuewith coal production and

expand it, and this makes it possible to build the Adani coal mine, one of the

biggest fossil infrastructure projects worldwide which will affect the global

climate in the next decades. The parliamentary discussion about this project

already provoked the first international strike back inNovember. At the same

time, temperatures of 49 degrees are recorded in Australia.
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Chapter 1: The Second Global Strike

and the Preparations for the Week for Future

April – August 2019: The task of civil society

The first big wave of rebellion is over. While a certain exhaustion spreads

among the activists, the movement is now really spilling over to the wider

public and changing political events. Influenced by the global strike and the

actions by Extinction Rebellion, by Greta’s speeches to the EU and to the

British parliament, but also by the new BBC documentary film with David

Attenborough on the climate crisis, governments and individual cities begin

to declare a climate emergency. City after city follows suit in Switzerland and

Germany (starting with Constance), and then globally, under pressure from

the young people’s climate strike. A large part of the movement’s energy is

currently flowing into this project; new “climate emergency” Facebook chats

are formed. Statements on the emergency are also formulated with concrete

proposals for change for schools and universities (see https://www.cedamia.o

rg).

In Mynttorget, the realisation is taking hold: something fundamental has

changed.The question is often no longer whether there is a climate crisis, but

how to respond to it. The global group of activists has succeeded in making a

first crucial step, a historic breakthrough. Right?The EU elections are coming

up in May, a measure of whether European populations are really taking the

project seriously. The young people cannot vote. The hole in our democracies

can hardly show itself more clearly than it does in these weeks: it is their fu-

ture which is at stake, and yet they have no formal say. And the task which the

Mynttorget group took on last September has not been completed.The news-

papers report every day that the Paris Agreement is scarcely being upheld by

any country. We read in the UN reports that the global community is heading

for a world which is three degrees warmer (Emissions Gap Report 2019).
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The basic question is still: how can the world be united in the struggle for

a safe future for everyone? How can we establish political rules worldwide

which will force societies to transform every sector, in such a way as to estab-

lish greater justice and more democracy, and to dismantle the structures of

domination? The first global strike was a historic step in the right direction,

many people think. But what comes now?

One thing is clear: the adults are needed.They can no longer stand on the

margins and applaud; and broader groups in civil societymust take action, not

only thosewhohave alreadybeen committed toprotecting the environment for

the last forty years. But those are the ones who are now being talked about. In

May, thosewho are globally responsible for the big environmental associations

and NGOs begin to interfere in the situation.The question becomes more ur-

gent on the day of the second global strike and a risk emerges, as well as an

opportunity: the idea of a much bigger global “movement of all movements”

comes up for the first time, one which can be joined by all people everywhere,

of all ages. But this also means a threat (which will never disappear) that these

NGOs will undermine the networks of young activists and make their demo-

cratic processes impossible.

It is earlymorning on the 24th ofMay, and birds can be heard twittering in

the park. The whole group has gathered in a circle in one of the subterranean

theatre spaces which are otherwise used by world-famous performers.The at-

mosphere is tense. These rooms are located under Stockholm’s central park,

the royal Kungsträdgården. Up on the huge stage, the second global strike is

about to take place, because the EU elections are in two days.

“We have to stick together,” say some voices. Everyone nods. What has

happened? The previous day, the older “superstars” of the established climate

movements,many of them linked toNGOs,published an article inTheGuardian

which has caused an uproar. This is not because of the basic idea: it is true

that the young people are now asking the whole of civil society, including

trade unions, to join them in September as part of a huge strike day. Older

people cannot simply watch and applaud but have to take responsibility. But

the NGOs didn’t consult the young people properly before naming the 20th

September as the date of a monumental global general strike. As would be-

come clear, this was not agreed with “the” movement (that is difficult; there

are still the discord platforms in parallel with WhatsApp groups and so on),

but at best with a few individuals close to the NGOs. Most of the strikers had

already agreed months ago on the 27th of September as the next strike day,

together with the organisers of Earth Strike, who are all young volunteers, not
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paid NGO employees. And many countries had already communicated it that

way: we’re going on strike on the 27th of September, us young people, and we

call on the unions to help us. Many adults had taken the day off or informed

their workplaces.

And now they are suddenly there: themuch bigger NGOheavyweights, an-

nouncing their ownclimate strike campaigns,evenwithawebsite of their own,

which many of the young activists see as a provocation. It is their strike, after

all, and theydon’twant to lose control over it, especiallynot over internal demo-

cratic processes.Many of themwriting in the global FFF communication chan-

nels feel caught out when the message is quickly spread – on the night before

the global strike, of all things. A kind of collective nervous breakdown sets in;

andduring the strikeday,everyone is so exhausted that the events surrounding

the EU elections pass many of them by.The unity of FFF is more important; all

misunderstandings must be cleared up. The adults have to take their cue from

the young people, and not the other way round.

But in these months, there is a sense of despair over whether the demo-

cratic autonomyof themovement canbepreserved in the faceof the individual,

often male NGO workers in the Global North, who are trying ever more obvi-

ously to put together a controlling “elite group” within the youth movement.

What happens in the next weeks and months represents a historic opportu-

nity, I often think at that time, but it also brings the danger that everything the

young people have built up during this year will fall apart.

In general, it is enough to change something small in a group, a small shift:

adults only have to take control slightly more, and then many young people

withdrawwho used to be active.That’s how humans are. Especially young peo-

ple. That is the subtlety of democratic relations: that we have to pay attention

to making sure everyone feels motivated to take part; and that they are also

confident in doing so – and that everyone is heard; that there aren’t individ-

uals who express their opinions so loudly that that others retreat and think,

“Okay, I guess that person knowswhat they’re doing; what do I know about it?”

This is the threat in the comingmonths, and a conflict takes place in which the

young people ask the NGOs again and again to explain themselves – and I do

the same.They can’t actually make individual young people into spokespeople,

or form groups whose composition they decide, or influence strategy so as to

create more andmore demonstrations instead of strikes andmore campaigns

than disruption.

How to find a balance in the cooperation between young activists and

adults, between grassroots movements and paid workers? At the university,
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I begin a research project and compare the ways in which the interplay be-

tween NGOs and movements including children and young people has been

organised historically. Do we need new global guidelines? How might they

look?

But from this day on, the question no longer gives me any peace: what

would a globally organised uprising look like, including people of all ages? It

wouldn’t be a mishmash with unclear power relations, that much is clear. FFF

should belong to the young people; they have to be in charge. In the dispute

over the date of the next strike (the 20th or the 27th of September), I try tome-

diate between the two sides of the conflict and to give the young people the last

word.

In the process, I come across an ideamentioned by some of them: connect-

ing the two days with each other. A few of us, including strike activists, NGO

workers and the Earth Strike organisers,write a paper: there should be aWeek

for Future, a gigantic global protest which governments will not be able to ig-

nore. We can keep both dates, and soon we can all concentrate on the biggest

of all projects so far. And still, we cannot possibly suspect that three months

later eight million people will go out and protest. In Bern, where Loukina is,

there will be 100 000.Despite all this: in the end, it can’t just be about ensuring

that adults join the strikes, which are becoming more and more like ordinary
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demonstrations – they also have to organise themselves into a political force

which will make change happen worldwide.

And so, the work begins on planning the joint September strike, together

with the established organisations and grassroots movements like XR on the

one hand, and the young people on the other. InGermany, for example, the To-

gether for Future platform is created, gathering the whole of civil society. Ev-

ery week, on Wednesday evenings, everyone comes together in a global Zoom

meeting to discuss the situation.

Will people dare to leave their workplaces? In Stockholm, the young peo-

ple set out and go to all the important unions. Others approach the universi-

ties and the students. But what should be communicated as the content of this

protest and strike week? What is it now about, one year after the start of the

strike? It has to be about a dignified life for everyone, including future gener-

ations.

This is our chance, I think to myself, and send a paper to everyone: let us

use this week globally to plant the idea in everyone’s minds of a shared global

movement with a shared goal, andmake it clear that this is a global goal and a

political one in the broadest sense.After all, some are already going on strike in

thousands of squares in 160 countries,meaning almost every country; we have

tomake our unity clearer and establish a very small number of demands, espe-

cially now that the young people are themselves saying that theywant us adults

to be involved.We are a single world population on a very sensitive planet, and

we have to care for everyone together. The first Friday of the Week for Future

could be dedicated to this idea; the Saturday could then be focussed on the idea

of a carbon budget and action plans, a global budget (of about 350 Gt CO2) and

a national one, so that it becomes clear to all people how incredibly quickly we

have to stop emissions ifwewant to keep the temperature at a halfway humane

level. The third day could then be dedicated to the aspect of “equity” or social

justice, which would mean distributing these budgets fairly, so that the richer

part world supports the Global South and no longer exploits it. And fourthly,

big “citizens’ assemblies” based on grassroots democracy should give every-

one the opportunity to think about how society would have to be transformed,

which rules are needed in which sectors (shifting food to non-animal prod-

ucts, transport away from cars and planes, the financial sector to more demo-

cratic structures and away from the financing of the fossil industry, energy to-

wards renewables, and so on). Every day would have to communicate knowl-

edge, give space for discussions, and highlight concrete images of a shared

global transformation. All this ought to mean that existing power structures
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in which certain population groups are disadvantaged (intersectionally: gen-

der, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation…) are replaced with non-dominant re-

lationships. Democracy must be strengthened.

This idea for the demands relating to individual days remains a dream,

however. Instead, a joint, simple paper is put together, sketching out the basic

idea of the week and emphasising the two Fridays: the first as a school strike

and the secondas ageneral strike; theunionshave to beorganised,andhalfway

through, theUNspecial climate summitwill takeplacewithGreta inNewYork.

Wesendout thepress release,and theworldbegins topreparewhat thenbrings

millions of people out into the streets in September.

We cannot continue to strike and march for an undefined length of time,

I think to myself, without establishing a global movement which is also there

in the periods between global events. Otherwise, many people will burn out.

With these thoughts, the summer holidays begin in Mynttorget. But some are

preparing for a longer journey…

In the EU elections, after the global strike, the German greens gainmassively

in support. Among young people under 30, they become the biggest party,

with well over 30 percent of the vote. The European Parliament does not see

the shift to the rightwhichmanywere predicting. In Sweden, there are barely

any political changes.
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and Scientists for Future

August – September 2019: The task of science

The meeting begins

So the summer begins, and with it, a further group of adults becomes even

more active: the scientists. At the same time, the Swedish activists find them-

selves in Switzerland.

A gentle breeze blows from Lake Geneva across the fields of stubble and up

to themodern glass building of theUniversity of Lausanne.A fewyoungpeople

are standing in front of the main auditorium, still sleepy, looking down at the

water. It is the beginning of August, exactly a year since the first strike, and be-

hind the glass walls of the university building,more than four hundred young

activists are scurrying through the corridors: the participants in the first big

international FFF meeting. They have come from all European countries, in-

cluding Russia, Ukraine, Afghanistan, and Israel, as well as from Stockholm.

Loukina, who has just finished her final days at high school here in Lausanne,

cameupwith the idea togetherwith Isabelle andall theothersduring theStras-

bourg trip in March. She runs the organisational team and finds funding for

the 400 young people from more than 28 countries to cover their travel and

their board and lodging.With a small team, she puts together a program,finds

a core group to take overmediawork, and leads the press conferences.Somany

questions came up back inMarch,which are still burning issues for all of them

in their individual countries: how should decisions be organised? When and

how often should strikes take place? And: should there be global demands, Eu-

ropean demands?

Temperatures are almost unbearable, andnot only inwestern Switzerland.

In country after country, the highest ever temperatures are seen since records
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began (Eumetsat 2019). A large proportion of glacier water will have melted

away, and billions will have to flee because they live in places which are too hot

and dry, researchers are now saying (Xu et al. 2020), already in the middle of

the century, when Loukina and Isabelle are as old as I am now – if politicians

don’t reorganise the entire economy together with the people who are sitting

next to us in the tram in Lausanne and listening in bemusement to the shouts

of “climate justice.”

At the university, Loukina sits on the stage. On the benches in front of her,

they are all sitting, the heroeswho are aroundher age,who for such a long time

have only been able todiscusswith eachother via chats: Ianthe,Erik andBalder

from Holland, who visited us in Mynttorget; Saoi from Ireland, Dylan from

Scotland; Anna fromEngland; David fromTurin; Jakob fromKiel,whowas one

of the first people we noticed from the German-speaking region; Jonas, Fanny,

Lena and the group fromZurich, andmany of the young people fromMynttor-

get inStockholm,surroundedby fourhundredother activistswhoorganise the

strikes in their own countries.

A few hours earlier, the young people were greeted by the president of the

university and a research team. Now the atmosphere is expectant. In the var-

ious rooms in the labyrinthine building, there will be parallel workshops and

seminars on questions such as social justice, organising the communication

channels on Facebook, Discord and Telegram, and the basic demands being

brought to politicians. A “Declaration of Lausanne” is to be composed: which

words, which principles, which organisational guidelines andwhich demands

should – at least as a proposal from these hundreds of young people – become

accepted and shape the European FFFmovement from now on?

In themidst of the hustle and bustle, Isabelle, Greta and the other Swedish

activists sit on the floor, deep in discussion. How strange, I think to myself,

they are sitting here in a university which has placed its main building at their

disposal – for the sake of their fundamental idea – for a week, surrounded by

hundreds of their peers, who are discussing the details of Fridays For Future

as a complexmovement and planning the global rebellion in September. Some

of the regular strikers are among them, who already joined Greta in the first

week, exactly a year ago; could they have imagined such a development at the

time?

I stand outside in front of the entrance and see, reflected in the glass

façade, the lake and the French alps rising behind it like a picture on a post-

card. Behind the glass, they are working hard, the young people who wrote
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to the professors, spoke to the university on the phone and organised the

programwith all its workshops.

In July 2019, temperatures are recorded in European countries which were

barely thinkable before. In Germany, they climb higher than 42 degrees (be-

fore that, the highest ever temperaturewas 40.5). There are similar records in

France (more than 40 degrees in Paris) and Belgium. Themonth of July is the

warmest since records began.

The European network and Mont Pèlerin

My gaze shifts over to the Swiss side of Lake Geneva. Only a few kilometres

away from the campus, really a stone’s throw away, there was another gath-

ering of politically interested people seventy years ago, who met and looked

down at the lake with the will to change society, not only here, but across the

world. They, too, discussed their concept of humanity and of economics, and

they founded the notorious Mont Pèlerin Society. Many of the main partici-

pants were later awarded the Nobel Prize for economics, including Friedrich

von Hayek, Milton Friedman and so on. They are the inventers and develop-

ers of the neoliberal model of society which has shaped life and economics in

Europe and the world more than any other ideological movement in the last
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fifty years. State regulations should be abolished,most things should be priva-

tised, accessible to a globalmarket, exposed to competition between all people,

with minimal social safety nets, if any; competition should encompass all ar-

eas of life and all areas of nature, too (Mirowski 2015). Nature is defined and

used as a giant supplier of free raw materials and – implicitly – as a rubbish

dump. Politicians since the 80s, spearheaded by Reagan andThatcher, will lis-

ten to them, employ them as consultants, award them prizes and in doing so

strengthen the oil, gas and coal industries, the car industry, agribusinesses like

Monsanto andBayerwith theirmix ofmonocultures and pesticides, and above

all the whole finance industry; the astonishing development of Exxon, Shell,

BP, J.P. Morgan, UBS, CS and so on would not be conceivable without Mont

Pèlerin, the ideology and the legal framework of the corresponding politics.

However, the greatest “achievement” of this elite network, this Mont Pèlerin

group,was establishing the idea in theminds of themajority of human beings

that there is no alternative to this economic and socialmodel. It suits us, as hu-

mans, they say. It can be applied in all areas, even in schools and universities.

It defines who we are, what is seen as valuable and what is not. And it has led

to immeasurable wealth for a small number of people – as well as the system-

atic destruction ofmuch ofwhat these young people see as themost important

things.

My gaze returns to themain auditorium.Greta and Isabelle are just stand-

ing up and joining the other Swedish activists to discuss the situation.Loukina

comes over holding some food which she has been carrying around all day be-

cause she never has time to eat it. I think: this is the alternative model. Here

at Lausanne University, with all the young activists, it is at least possible to get

a faint idea of it. Instead of a collection of men without a scientific ground-

ing,withoutmedia,with their own economic interests, in strict secrecy, here a

predominantly female group of young people are hurrying around.They have

invited everyone from the media, including the tabloids, and in principle, the

press has free access to all events.They are well-read and are in constant con-

tact with scientists. And they are just as determined to change our lives. They

have neither founded an international association with statutes, nor do they

have finances, nor a political program. But now they are searching for struc-

tures that could make them stronger.

Quickly, I go back through the corridors of the building and sit down at

the back of the plenary meeting, beside the scientists from Switzerland and

Austria. We want to form a team for Scientists For Future, a group offering

scientific assistance. All the young activists’ questions are collected and passed
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on to the existing network of 25 000 German-speaking scientists, who came

together in the run-up to the first global strike. Several hundred of them reply

to emails within a fewminutes, including some of themost renowned climate

researchers in the world.

But then the week begins, and with it the problems and challenges among

both young people and scientists. Debates arise, existential ones, which basi-

cally relate to strategy. At heart, the question is whether society can rid itself

of the toxic legacy of Mont Pèlerin. And beyond that, the biggest question of

all: how do we really organise democracy? How do we make sure everyone is

involved and everyone is heard? And that everyone’s basic needs are met?

The fundamental conflict

On Tuesday evening, the debate comes to a head. The young people’s strat-

egy group meets. Outside, in front of the doors, some of the most hard-work-

ing Swiss activists are sitting; they have been active already since the move-

ment’s beginnings in December, and now they are enjoying the evening sun

on the floor on the upper storey of the university. To many people’s surprise,

the Swiss organisers have planned the conference in such a way that there are

already statements and demands on every imaginable political topic, includ-

ing energy policy, agricultural policy, transport and so on, and now everyone is

being asked to respond to those statements and demands.

Thedooropens andwearegreetedby furious faces.One faction is sceptical:

we do not regard it as a sensible idea to go into these detailed demands, they

say. We want to organise strikes, and not behave as if we were a youth party

attempting to get involved with governments on an equal footing, with policy

demands, and trying to play the politicians’ game; we want real change. This

conflict is a running theme throughout the history of FFF: on the one hand,

those who make concrete demands and discuss policy suggestions (such as

carbon pricing) with governing politicians; and on the other, those who em-

phasise that this steers the whole dynamic of the movement in the wrong di-

rection. Two needs emerge: the need to know how a zero emissions society in

2030 could look in concrete terms; and the need for a dynamic of real change.

OnWednesdaymorning, the situation becomes evenmore heated.There is

to be a vote in the plenary hall, with the hundreds of young people taking part

in front of the press. For some of them, the situation is absurd.They don’t want

to vote because they are not for or against the specific demands, such as the de-
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mand for a zero emissions society in 2030 with nutrition being mainly plant-

based rather than animal-based, with a price on carbon emissions, without

subsidies for fossil infrastructure, and so on. They agree with all those ideas,

but they are against any such demands being made in the name of FFF. For

them, most of the demands are right, but making demands is wrong. How

should they behave in such a situation?They simplywithdraw,marking the fact

that something here is wrong, and force the plenarymeeting to break early for

lunch.

To outsiders, the delicate situation might seem strange. Rarely have so

many people who agree with each other been found in the same room, right

down to the details. The beginning of the 2030s should be the date we reach

net zero emissions, not 2045 as demanded by the Swedish government, and

not 2050 as the Swiss government has said. That means that emissions must

be reduced by more than twelve percent per year in all sectors, starting now

(Anderson et al. 2020). There is barely any conflict in terms of content or

substance. The fundamental principles are shared by most of those present:

we must listen to climate science; the transformation has to come about on

a socially just basis, locally and globally; and the rebellion has to take place

without violence.

Even after a turbulent year, the biggest youth climate movement on the

planet is as united in terms of its ideas and values as a movement can be.

Precisely that gives a youth movement unbelievable strength, which is clear

to us scientists in the university rooms.The only thing that forces discussions

to happen is this question of strategic direction. Some of the activists believe

that agreeing on a catalogue of demands would mean conforming to the

established political discourse and losing the whole potential of the strike

movement,which is after all directed against and towards thosewho rule; they

are the ones who have to change. And only because it is possible to address

themselves to those in power is it possible at all for millions to join them with

so much momentum and force, distinguishing FFF from every other envi-

ronmental movement, NGO and youth party. However, the difficulty in these

hours in the Lausanne auditorium is that this alternative does not seem to be

clear to most of them in the hall, because they are under such pressure from

adults to come up with solutions, as 15-year-olds. The adults simply aren’t up

to it, I think to myself, sitting at the back of the hall with the scientists; they

can’t take the task off the children’s hands: coming up with a well thought-

out, global-local plan covering all sectors as well as the overall economic ap-
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proach. They would rather ask the children to come to them with a catalogue

of demands and then point out small mistakes or make bad compromises.

And so, the young people end up with an impossible task.They have to use

civil disobedience to break through the status quo in the first place, show that

the governments are negligent pyromaniacs, pull the emergency brake – and

at the same time work out what should take the place of a fossil society. The

tension in the air on this Tuesday and Wednesday in the first week of August

in the hall of Lausanne University comes from the failure of my generation, I

think to myself, not just from a conflict among the 15-year-olds.This is only a

symptom of society’s silence, which is not their fault.We adults finally have to

act.

The situation is coming to a head. How should they go on? Some are dis-

appointed, having worked for months on these demands. Two o’clock comes,

all 400 participants arrive at the plenary hall, but only the strategy group of

about 30 are allowed in.The two groups are becoming evermore entrenched in

their positions. Some “facilitators” are brought in from outside. And suddenly,

as in a film, they sit there, gathered on the stage at the front: all of those who

have created the youth movement in a tour de force in the last eight months.

Really, they should be running across thefields, I think tomyself, all of themto-

gether, but they’ve been stopped from doing that by us, by the adults who have

no political plan. And so, they are standing there, on the stage, conjuring up

the essence of democracy, power distribution, political strategy and a shared

future. A democratisation of structures would certainly be a good idea. They

can agree on that.

In fact, two problems are being negotiated at once: on the surface, this is

about the catalogue of demands with specific political solutions; at a deeper

level, it is about democratic decision structures, or much more simply and

more fundamentally: about the hundreds of thousands of young people who

have the feeling that they can contribute something relevant and be seen as

such by everyone else. How can everyone be included without the compass

being lost?

The conference agrees to present the detailed demands on energy, agri-

cultural, economic and transport policy as possible paths that could be taken,

rather than as ultimate demands. Both sides can live with that. On the one

hand, these detailed demands can be found written down in the “Declaration

of Lausanne”, the first core FFF document, and for a long time the only one.

On the other hand, the movement can finally focus again on its central point,

the strike, putting a stop to business as usual; the rebellion. On Friday, they all
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stand side by side at the strike in the centre of Lausanne. But I have the sense

that an uneasiness is making itself known behind the conflict, perhaps with-

out the activists realising it. It is not possible to cover up the scar caused by

the fact that these children have to rebel against thewhole of their own society,

including their parents’ generation.

The curse and blessing of the scientists – the facts

Another conflict is being played out behind the scenes, among the Scientists

For Future.The young people, particularly the Swiss activists, had asked us in

the middle of the hectic final preparations for the conference to re-familiarise
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ourselves with the fundamental problems and describe them to the strategy

group in the form of a short presentation: whether we have to transform our

society within ten or fifteen years (around 2030) or around thirty years (2050),

by stopping emissions,makes a difference.

What are the arguments? I do some research and then write a group email

in which I ask leading scientists for arguments, particularly those whom I

know have differing views of the question. I receive a corresponding variety of

answers, but those answers are still within a clear range: the richer countries

have in 2019 about twelve years to reach “almost” zero emissions, if they don’t

want to pass the limit of 1.5 degrees global warming, assuming you follow

one of the central calculations in the IPPC-SR-1.5 report. The criteria become

increasingly clear: the basis is formed by the budget calculations made by

Kevin Anderson (2020) and by Rahmstorf and Schellnhuber (2019), among

others, which practically all scientists agree on, and which coincide with the

IPCC SR 15 (i.e. the special report on the 1.5 degree goal fromOctober 2018).

Again, the idea is that there is a budget, a certain amount of carbon diox-

ide we can emit if the earth is not to become more than 1.5 degrees warmer,

because there is a direct connection between CO2 emissions and global warm-

ing.These calculations are of course not completely exact, but at the beginning

of 2018 the budget is around 420Gt CO2.This is what the UN says according to

the first scenario in the IPCC report (figure 5). And currently, we are emitting

between around 45 and 50 Gt each year, at least. The climate prognoses of the

last forty years have been incredibly accurate. If we continue like this, we will

use up all the oil, coal, and gas that we can ever emit in 8 years if we don’t want

to pass 1.5 degrees of warming. Irrevocably. For that reason, the whole world

has to reach zero emissions soon, in 2040 at the latest, according to Schellnhu-

ber at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research (2017): so emissions

here in Europe have to be reduced by more than twelve percent immediately.

On Wednesday morning, my presentation keeps being delayed; the tem-

peratures in the university rooms are unbearable; it is well above 30 degrees

and the strategy group once again splits into smaller groups. My attitude is

this: I try to present the scientific situation and debates in the most accessible

way, but not simplistically, and then I try to get out of the way. I have nothing

to do with the young people’s decision on the FFF movement’s possible direc-

tion. This is the line I’ve followed since the first day of the strike last August,

and I want to remain true to it. We adults cannot decide for them, we cannot

even “advise” them,as some scientists call it, and asmore andmore of themdo,

especially in Germany, which worries me.We can only go into their questions
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and describe the state of research – taking account of the perspectives which

are most important to them, in the most wide-ranging and transparent way

possible.They have to find their own compass.

The scientific dispute in the replies of all the professors regarding the ques-

tion of whether zero emissions should be reached in 2030/35 or in 2050 for

European countries develops around the following issues: what percentage of

“risk” canwe accept; ormore precisely, shouldwe follow the IPCC 1.5 SR 67 per-

cent scenario, or the 50 percent scenario? “Risk” is amisleading term,however,

since this is really about themargin of error in the calculation of the correlation

between warming and emissions (see MacDougall et al. 2017).

The second question is even more controversial: what exactly is social jus-

tice, or as the Paris Agreement says, “equity”? How should we calculate that

scientifically? For reasons of fairness, European countries, especially those in

western Europe (known as the II Group), because they are a rich continent

which is historically already responsible for a disproportionate share of the

emissions, cannothave the sameamount of the emissions “pie”as poorer coun-

tries (added to this is the legacy of colonialism).The Swiss activists place par-

ticular importance on the fact that we should also apply different standards

within Europe, so that poorer eastern European countries are not disadvan-

taged.A famous scientistwrites in the email replies that reachus thatweighing

this up is not a question for the natural sciences but an ethical question which

cannot be answered scientifically. Other researchers object and point out that

we can also pursue questions of justice and fairness.That has to change, I think

to myself in the heat of Lausanne; the fact that natural scientists do not see

ethics and political philosophy as being part of their universities at all.

A third question also leads to disagreement among the scientists: should

the young people take account of something like political feasibility, as some

people demand?The argument is: when the reduction of emissions by 12 to 15

percent per year is mentioned, or when the year 2030 or 2035 is mentioned

as a goal for zero emissions,many people will object that this is not “realistic”.

Theproductionof newdiesel andpetrol carswouldhave to be stopped immedi-

ately, the replacement of oil heatingwith gas heatingwould have to be banned,

meat production would immediately have to be reduced by ten percent every

year, a large proportion of cement would have to be replaced with wood as a

building material, and so on. For that reason, we have to fall back on 2040,

some of themwrite. Here, there are also different opinions in the replies.

I go through the speeches by Greta and other activists again and see that

they have answered these three questions clearly from the start: we cannot play
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with the future of humanity, so we can’t take very big risks. We have to take

account for equity properly, and take on more responsibility as western Euro-

pean countries in the global transformation of energy systems and the econ-

omy. And we cannot say beforehand that something is too demanding polit-

ically, but have to stick with what is really needed in order to avoid exposing

entire countries to unbearable heat and forcing hundreds ofmillions of people

to flee, and to prevent the catastrophic floods that are already taking place. In

addition,Europeancountriesought tobepayingsubstantial “fair shares”,mas-

sive amounts for the socially, economically, and ecologically sustainable green

transformation of poorer countries, far beyond what has been planned so far

(see http://civilsocietyreview.org). In other words: the Swiss, who on average

emit 14 tonnes of CO2 per year according to the Swiss Federal Office of Statis-

tics,would have to reduce thiswithin a few years to a level of around 1.5 tonnes,

which would be globally fair.

But how on earth, the young people ask, do governments come upwith the

idea of focusing all their policies, from agriculture to transport, on a “net zero

emissions goal 2050”, meaning a 20-year delay, which means a much bigger

emissions budget which might lead to 3 degrees of global warming? Well, the

scientists answer: they are accepting enormous “risks”; they are more or less

ignoring the justice and “equity” aspect of the Paris Agreement; but above all,

they are completely ignoring Scenario 1 in the UN report IPCC SR 15.

Instead, they are coming up with numbers which can only be reached by

calculating huge amounts of so-called negative emissions, meaning future

processes throughwhich a technology that doesn’t yet existwill capture carbon

dioxide from the air. That is why they all talk about “net zero”: the sum of the

excess greenhouse gases and the negative emissions should be zero. (There

are also “natural” sorts of negative emissions such as reforestation, which

no one objects to – on the contrary – if it is achieved sustainably and doesn’t

transform old forests into “bioenergy” and “biomass”). It is as if governments

were to build a waste-water treatment plant to produce drinking water and

say: we’re building the plant in such a way that thirty percent of the toxic

particles can pass through it, but we will capture them again afterwards from

the drinkingwater.With a brilliant technology.That doesn’t exist yet.As school

pupil Leonie of FFF says after a discussion with the GermanMinister for Eco-

nomic Affairs Altmaier: governments are not simply failing drastically tomeet

their own climate goals year after year. These climate goals are themselves

deliberately skewed; and that is the much bigger problem.The movement has

been drawing attention to this crucial point since Greta sat down with her
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famous sign a year ago, with her A4 factsheets weighed down by a stone, and

handed them out to passers-by.

This argumentation seems reasonable, but I do notwant to anticipatewhat

the working group will say or manipulate them, and so I send them the whole

discussion and explain it at the conference, including possible objections.The

most important thing for me is that these numbers should be visible for the

whole population in the first place, so that everyone can see how tiny the re-

maining emissions budget is. All coal power stations and oil pumps in Ger-

many, China, America, and Norway (where at this time the biggest oil field is

being opened, designed to run for 40 years) would soon have to suspend oper-

ations. Even the most conservative of the researchers ultimately writes in our

email correspondence: “The implication of all my remarks here is that we have

to pull the handbrake immediately and introduce drastic measures.”

I move away from the team of scientists, take a plastic chair, sit down in

themiddle of the stubble field and let the sun shine ontomy face.How bizarre,

I think to myself, that there are people who have voluntarily immersed them-

selves in these facts and found out all these connections: the greenhouse effect

and the albedo effect, the connection between carbon dioxide emissions and

global warming, and so on. Someone could calculate the albedo effect – that

is, the ability to reflect light – of the tip of my nose. How bizarre, I think to

myself again. How can someone express the experience of the sun on the tip

of my nose in terms of physics? The world is full of stories, after all, so much

richer and more magic than the natural sciences imply. Like so many of the

young people here, I miss my world of books, my students, who run around

the theatre spaces in Stockholm as Emil or Ronja. Imagination.This year with

the climate movement is also a year which threatens to reduce us all to beings

with a purely scientific worldview, I think.Why do the rays of the sun follow a

law; why can’t they fly freely through the air however they like?

 That same day, the nearby UN offices in Geneva state in a central “IPCC land”

report (IPCC 2019): overall, the world population must shift very quickly to a

vegetarian or vegan diet because of the ecological and climate crisis and the

loss of biodiversity.
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“Tipping points” and “feedback loops” – what is the state
of the world?

Thenext day, all these thoughts canonce again be seen in quite a different light.

Many older activists and scientists have come to Lausanne to give seminars on

the strategy of FFF and XR, on the structure of our societies and activism in

general.The room is huge, so that the young people are almost lost in it.

The activists giving theworkshops remindus once again how social change

takes place and how it doesn’t, according to some traditions of sociological

research. Not much is changed by marches, clicks on petitions, flyers and so

on. What has worked, historically, has been massive disruptions of the status

quo, directed straight at governments. That was shown by the civil rights

movements of Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks; the suffragettes of the

women’s movement, Gandhi’s rebellion, the workers’ movements, and so on.

Real change happens when the main squares in capital cities are occupied for

several days with blockades, or when children keep refusing to go to school

and the ministries start cracking down, so that the population turns against

them.

Some of the activists and scientists begin again to list all the examples of

ecological collapse which have become familiar to us during our work in the

lastmonths. From the unbelievably rapidmelting of the Arctic ice to the catas-

trophic droughts. According to the picture they paint, there is a massive risk

that within twenty or thirty years there will be so many crop failures and food

production will be disrupted so badly across the world that there will be enor-

mous social conflicts, famines and possibly wars over the most important re-

sources.Theydescribea simplifiedchainof causation: coal powerplants arebe-

ing built or kept running in order tomaintain our society of fossil, car, heating

and cement industries; governments are not really adopting anymeasures; the

Arctic ice is melting; the jet stream is growing weaker; we are seeing more ex-

treme droughts and weather events; that knocks out food production in some

parts of the world; drinking water becomes scarce; and so the social conflicts

over distribution begin very quickly.

One of themost important points is that the whole discussion about emis-

sions budgets needs to be called into question, which means all the work that

we have been presenting so carefully during the last few days.We are, accord-

ing to their claim, already well past the 1.5 degree “goal”. That is why radical

measures are needed. Once again, I bring in the scientific community via the

email lists and ask them to check this claim.The unanimous result from these
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hundreds of climate scientists: there is the problem of “committed emissions”

and air pollution (“aerosols”),which ensure that global warming that is already

in the system is not perceptible. Estimates diverge onwhether this couldmean

0.2 or 0.4 or even 0.8 degrees – disastrous numbers. Because with the warm-

ing that has already been measured (1.1 degrees), we would then already have

passed the goal of the Paris Agreement – even if all of the fossil infrastructure,

all coal power plants, and all oil refineries stopped running immediately, and

all cars, flights, steel and cement factories came to a standstill.

But the even more confusing point which some of the older activists now

emphasise: most IPCC scenarios (which all governments rely on) do not take

account of tipping points, which could come into play soon or which already

have done so. For example, the permafrost in Northern Russia is melting

drastically; and themethane being released exacerbates this dynamic.On this,

too, all the scientists who reply to us agree. Perhaps these processes are even

already going on without us realising it. And as soon as these effects are cal-

culated, talking about still being able to emit so many tonnes of CO2 becomes

problematic: there is alreadymuch toomuch in the air, and there is a real dan-

ger of effects reinforcing themselves.This brings with it the horror scenario of

two to three billion people having to flee in little more than 50 years (Xu et al.

2020). In my inbox, I receive a few explanations by scientists including Stefan

Rahmstorf, pointing out that this information about “committed emissions”

and aerosols (air pollution) is correct, and so are the calculations of global

warming, but that these processes could in turn bring about complementary

processes that might have slightly mitigating effects (Rahmstorf 2019).

So when governments talk about 2050 as a goal, they are ignoring all these

aspects, including “committed emissions”, tipping points and feedback loops,

and they are reckoning on huge negative emissions with a technology that

doesn’t exist, and they are betting on a principle of incaution, and therefore

accepting enormous risks.

At the same time, even at the current level of global warming of 1.1 degrees,

millions of people in Bangladesh and China are losing their homes because of

floods. And yet there is consensus in the scientific community that the Keel-

ing curve shows a concentration of carbon dioxide in the air of 415 ppm. 350

ppm are regarded as somewhat stable for the current climate. So, we ought to

be investingmassively right now in protecting forests, in addition to stopping

emissions (Röstlund 2022).That iswhy the idea of “offsetting” is so inadequate,

according to many of our Stockholm scientists. In any case, we have to invest
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huge sums in “rewilding”, in protecting and expanding forests.That cannot be

outsourced colonially as compensation for our lifestyles.

One of the youngpeople fromMynttorget lays her head on the desk in front

of her and sighs. Most of them will still be going to school for years in Stock-

holm and maybe meeting on Fridays to strike in Mynttorget. These scenarios

worry them: what are they supposed to think about them? What arguments

are there? It is possible that huge famines and social conflicts will come about

abruptly in a fewdecades?DavidWallace-Wells gathered researchon this inhis

bookTheUninhabitable Earth (2019), and new results are coming in all the time.

I sit on the bench in the auditorium and think about these scenarios. Actually,

when talking to the young activists, I hardlymention themost depressing vari-

ants of the “hothouse” effect (see Lynas 2020). I also feel that scientific caution

is required.

But it is just as important to point out that governments and parliaments

are basically deceiving populations worldwide by not taking all these risks

seriously and by playing tricks with the numbers. I flick through the speeches

and papers by Greta and the other activists. They have said most of this from

day one, the part about the aerosols, negative emissions, feedback loops and

tipping points: that all of these are missing from governments’ calculations.

For me, it has taken a year before I’ve really understood it, along with the

real dimensions of the dangers. Governments know that they are already very

unlikely to be able to keep the agreements they’ve made, including the Paris

Agreement. Something fundamental is wrong.

The curse and blessing of science – the conflict over the basic
principles of Scientists For Future

If a few thousand children are punished for taking part in ever longer school

strikes, say some of the older activists from the blackboard at the front of the

room, political constellations will begin to change. Then there will be a con-

frontation which could lead to real change, as in the case of the civil rights

movement in America.

And suddenly, a bad feeling comes over me again. The scientists have the

idea of offering the young people the possibility of asking us more questions

during the congress – and forwarding thosequestions toScientists ForFuture.

From this, a list of questions is created, and a document which is soon around

eighty pages long, a little book on the most urgent specialist questions which
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the FFF activists have on the ecological crisis.Andproblemsare connectedwith

that which ultimately relate to all the big questions of our time: what counts as

scientific; howdoes science relate to politics, andhow should the adults behave

towards the children and young people?

The questions brought up by the young people are sent first of all to the

email lists. More and more scientists send their answers back. And those

are – naturally, how could it be otherwise – shaped by their individual per-

sonalities. I hesitate. Some things are unproblematic, simply facts of physics,

such as the mechanism behind the greenhouse effect itself, or behind tipping

points. But there are barely any questionswith no political slant,meaning that

they not only have political consequences but also a political undertone. Can

a “circular economy” work? What do we have to do to stop the climate crisis?

And so on.

Theproblem is not that a political component is suddenly coming into play,

but that those who are answering seem to ignore this and blithely send along

their personal opinions: maybe the population needs to be reduced – to name

one example of an argument whichmost of us in Lausanne regard as wrong or

even racist; after all, the richest ten percent of the world’s population produce

more than 50 percent of all emissions (Oxfam 2015).They have to change their

behaviour.

But what are the criteria we can follow? “This isn’t going to work”, I tell the

others, who are working day and night on the document. I feel like a spoil-

sport. “It’s neither scientific nor sensible.The young people here are just being

flooded with ideological assumptions, without that being pointed out.” They

agree.We have to develop a process which reflects this problem.

Questions arise from that: what are the principles which should shape us,

the peoplewho call ourselves Scientists For Future? Scientific rigour, of course:

calling results into question; working methodically; and so on. But it doesn’t

make any sense to send the young people’s questions to some scientists who

are not familiar with discussions and facts on topics such as social justice and

the climate crisis.What distinguishes us as Scientists For Future in relation to

our colleagues? Long discussions take place, in Lausanne, but above all behind

the scenes in all the scientific networks.These conversations are spurred on by

another fundamental development in S4F: in March, first 15 000 and then 25

000scientists supported the youngpeople andannounced:what youare saying

is the truth (Hagedornet al.2019). It’s true: “Thehouse is onfire.”ButS4Fdonot

leave it at that.This stance remains the basis for everything else, but more and

more the specialists feel the need to formulate in their own fields what would
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be needed in terms of societal transformation: describing the zero emissions

world in 2030/5, which they have been researching for a long time, an incred-

ibly multifaceted and powerful project. So, some of them write a paper about

carbon pricing. Others “help” young activists to write catalogues of demands

which include all sorts of things: from renovating buildings to building wind

turbines, from transforming the transport sector to sustainable agriculture.

It is Thursday evening, and these discussions are making me panic more

and more, given that we’ve promised the young people that we will come back

to them with answers the next day. The individual suggestions all seem sen-

sible. But the dynamic behind them seems suspect to me, and dangerous for

the whole movement. On the one hand, there is our relationship to the young

people. It is their movement, and we can’t put words in their mouths. I insist

on that.We can give them information, and point out debates, but we are not

consultants for catalogues of demands. Consulting work is for clients or gov-

ernments, not children.We ourselves have to stand up for what we believe in;

we cannot foist it onto the young people.

But what seems much more important: more and more, from the jumble

of policy suggestions, a false picture is emerging, as if we only had to tighten

hundreds of small screws in order to reach a new society whichwould really be

sustainable. That is precisely the ideology of the green liberal centrist parties

whichhavebeen calling the shots in theSwedishparliament forfive yearswith-

out anything actually happening. It was their policies that the activists were

protesting againstwhen they firstwent on strike, because they precisely do not

ensure that emissions go down, or question the economic approach which de-

stroys biodiversity. Actually, almost none of the scientists seem to want to put

forward such an idea explicitly – that is, the idea that we only need hundreds

of policy proposals to deal with the climate crisis. It is simply the effect of the

hyper-specialisation of the academic world, and the division of measures be-

tween different sectors.

The systematic view is missing, meaning a perspective on how all this

hangs together and which parts of society are affected.The carbon tax as pro-

posed bymanywould affect those on benefitsmost severely, in a socially unjust

manner, one specialist calculates for us. None of the young people gathered in

Lausanne want that. And so on. We need a systematic approach. We cannot

discuss political measures individually without viewing the economic system

as a whole, for example: what if we needed a basic income or basic services,

globally too, tied to local currencies; or something quite different, different

measures which would reshape many different sectors, such as quickly bring-
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ing the fossil industry under state control, so that it could then be cut back,

or a democratisation of the economy: shifting the focus to the “care econ-

omy”, looking after children and the sick, feeding and bringing up children;

finding our way out of the processes in which we use up nature and wear out

products – processes on which everything relies; and also a way out of unjust

working conditions. Should we keep all of that and instead fund electric cars?

Something is wrong here, and a danger is lurking for us specialists.

The feeling also creeps over me – that might be the worst thing about the

situation – that these scientists are not imagining at all how these legislative

proposals will actually be heard, or considering the fact that they themselves

might also have a negative influence on that.Why should governments which

have held on for decades to laws which above all help the established fossil in-

dustries and banks suddenly accept these catalogues of demands from young

people or from adults and say: “Oh yes, thank you so much, that makes com-

plete sense, we will now force through these detailed laws which will change

our industries fundamentally”? This problem comes up in Lausanne in more

and more dramatic ways.The scientists are limping along a year behind FFF’s

strategy discussions. We’re probably not going to get around system change

and a rebellion, many of the young people are thinking; and the scientists are
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doing them a disservice by passing them catalogues of demands and thus re-

inforcing the status quo.

The basic principles for science and politics

What we should do instead, I think, is mark out a framework for crisis legis-

lation. I set out to sketch a solution for the question of principles. After go-

ing back and forth for days, four such principles seem to be justified. Firstly:

the cautious interpretation of the emissions data outlined above (IPCC-SR-1.5,

Scenario 1 with 420 Gt in 2018) is appropriate, and as a result of climate re-

search, it can act as the basis for all argumentations; we cannot retreat from

the measures applied by the young people, and we have to uphold a “princi-

ple of caution”, including intergenerational justice. Secondly: we can only take

account of existing solutions; future technologies which have not yet been in-

vented and which lead to negative emissions, cannot play a role, and nor can

“solar geoengineering”.Thirdly: the aspect of social justice and “equity”, which

is alsomentioned in the Paris Agreement, should be the starting point of all ar-

guments; including when it comes to calculating reductions in emissions and

reshaping societies. And this goes just as much for the aspect of historical jus-

tice with regard to greenhouse gas emissions so far, as it does for the just dis-

tribution of wealth in a way that emphasises the responsibility of richer coun-

tries – who have also often built up theirwealth through (colonial) exploitation

of poorer countries; both between countries and within societies. Fourthly: we

cannot lose sight of the systemic perspective, meaning a sustainable society

globally and seen as a whole. And this systemic side, in turn, must satisfy the

principles which are central for the young people: social justice and ecological

sustainability, or in the words of my lectures: we don’t accept power relations

based on domination any longer (in terms of gender, class, ethnicity…), but in-

stead use the transformation for a humane democratisation of our societies

(see appendix).

However, as the young people emphasise again and again: in the short

term, all it is about is awakening some kind of appropriate level of awareness

of the crisis. And this is obstructed by the thousands of individual sugges-

tions from scientists implying that we could actually leave everything as it is.

Behind this problem lies a much bigger one: how can we reshape universi-

ties quickly in such a way that this systemically and socially relevant way of

thinking is possible, one which combines our specialist knowledge from indi-
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vidual disciplines and sheds new light on it? In their courses, too, all students

from all subjects must receive a crash course on this most crucial existential

knowledge. (Hundreds of FFF activists across the world are specialising in

this question, and are working together during these months in a specially

created chat concerned with “Climate Emergency Declarations” in schools

and universities, aiming to incorporate these declarations into the curriculum

(cedamia.org).) I have to get all of this established amongmy colleagues at the

universities, I think to myself, as soon as I travel back from my homeland to

Stockholm.

A strike and a farewell

And so, the summer comes to an end.TheMynttorget group stands on the Lau-

sanne station square. Soon, the strike will take place to mark the end of the

week; after all, it is Friday, and on Friday they strike, regardless of where they

are. If only it was not around thirty degrees.The previous evening, they stood

on the terrace of the Lausanne Cathedral, the Stockholm group, and looked

across at the French Alps.We talked about the yearwhich had passed andwhat

would come.Someof themwould soon be studying,perhaps philosophy or hu-

man geography, biology? What would they become? In the 70s and 80s, there

were four subtle Swedish comedians who were philosophical and incredibly

funny; they made films, were politically active and wrote songs.That wouldn’t

be such a bad life; they can agree on that.Butwe are also aware that the climate

crisis looms like a dark omen over all such plans.

With these thoughts, the final demonstration begins in the centre of Lau-

sanne. In the middle of the strike procession in the flock of French-speaking

people, the Mynttorget activists hold up the banner with the Swedish slogan,

“Skolstrejk för klimatet”, and yell: “Enough empty words, they do nothing to

help the climate,”which rhymes better in Swedish.They giveme a nudge. “Hey,

you have to join in.” That’s true, I’m part of the Swedish crew, even here in

Switzerland, where I can vote. In three months, the Swiss parliamentary elec-

tions will take place, and the media are talking about a possible Greta effect

which could shift the balance of power after decades.

For a long time, they go on chanting like this in Swedish through the streets

of Lausanne.ThenGreta has to go back to the station, to theHambacher Forest

and continue the next day to Plymouth. From there, she will sail to New York.

We stroll back through the empty lanes. A year has passed since the first strike
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mornings,when everyone enjoyed the quiet and lent on thewall inMynttorget;

when journalists popped up from every different country – and often seemed

to us like caricatures of their national stereotypes. The Dane with a Hawai-

ian shirt, gesticulating incomprehensibly with his arms; the orderly German

whohadplanned andprepared the interview forweeks beforehand; the French

journalists who just came walking over to try their luck…

Then the Twitter notifications about the Friday strikes start arriving, as

theydo everyweek in thesemonths: hundredsof groupsof youngpeople canbe

seen inAfghanistan, Japan, several groups inBangladesh,Kenya,Sierra Leone,

the Philippines; there is no end to it. For a long time, I look at the picture of the

young activists walking through the streets of Kabul, behind a huge Fridays

For Future banner.The European activists here in Lausanne are part of amuch

stronger, global movement. And that movement is rising now.
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September 2019: The coordinated uprising

of eight million people across the world

“The house is on fire” – returning to Mynttorget

The forest is burning. Two weeks have passed since the meeting in Lausanne.

It is the end of August 2019.The Amazon rainforest is on fire while Greta sails

through the currents of the gulf stream.Countlessfires are raging anddestroy-

ing the lungs of the world.

The tundra in Siberia is burning (Cormier 2019). The Arctic. Is burning.

Hurricane Dorian destroys the Bahamas completely and turns around shortly

before reaching Florida. Miami is spared once again. The rainforest is burn-

ing because governments are letting it burn, and because Europeans eat meat

(Mackintosh 2019). For that, the forest has to be cut down. It happens quickly.

Worldwide CO2 emissions continue to rise, and a strike year is coming to an

end.

On the train back to Stockholm, I sketch out a text for the third global

strike on the 20th of September, the beginning of the Week For Future, which

is quickly approaching. “We have to change. We are the ones, the adults, who

are being told by the children that we are destroying their future, daily, by car-

rying on as usual. We must do as they are doing and pull ourselves together.

Wemust finally take responsibility.”

Preparations have already begun, with designs for placards and flyers.

Some of the young people are talking to the unions.The 27th of September, the

closing day of the week, should be a workers strike in which all adults will take

part, and a new intergenerational cooperation emerges.
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The Week For Future, from the 20th to the 28th of September

On Friday morning, they are sitting there again, as they did exactly one year

ago, the ones who were the first to join the strike.

Sometimes you feel that a preparation is almost complete, a festival, a the-

atrical performance, something is about to come, and you have forgottenwhat

is at the heart of it all. Something is missing.

It is the 27th of September, a beautiful autumn day in Kungsträdgården,

blue sky, the leaves of the trees already turning, cool but not cold. The first

Scientists for Future and researchers from “Researchers’ Desk” are standing

around trying to attach their question-answer cardboard signs to the street-

lamps. I look at the huge stage and start to wonder.What can it be. Something

is missing. I look at the schedule of the sixty-minute the young people have

put together and are presenting. First comes sustainability researcher Line

Gordon, the director of the StockholmResilience Centre.Then the Sami singer

and activist Sara-Elvira from the indigenous people of Sapmi, the area taken

away from the Sami by the Swedish state.They have felt climate change much

more than we do here in the capital.Their vegetation is changing very quickly,

very drastically, and with it their income opportunities, their culture, their
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way of living together. There is something magical about the singing. Finally,

seven representatives of different religions, then another band, the young

people with their speech and at the end Robyn, the world-famous musician.

I walk slowly past the stage, cross the bridge which we blocked back then

with Extinction Rebellion, a year ago, and reach Mynttorget. The hours fly

past. Final preparations. Yellow vests for those of us whowill be protecting the

march. Getting water. And always this feeling that something is missing.

TheWeekFor Future is coming to an end today, and it is already a huge suc-

cess, in terms of numbers. In Germany, 1.4 million people took to the streets,

already on the previous Friday.My scepticism towards theNGOs has not dissi-

pated, but the basic idea of a shared “movement ofmovements” has borne fruit

and can be expanded.

The young people have painted new posters, bright yellow, which hang ev-

erywhere in the city. I have written to the heads of all the Swedish Universities

and published the open letter in the magazine ETC. In it, I called on the aca-

demic world to join the strike and change their approach to education, take

the climate crisis seriously, change their didactic approach and the content of

their courses, in all subjects, from architecture to economy (see the chapter on

education).Most of the university heads at least replied personally,with a sim-

ilar argument to the unions, saying that they supported the strike day but did

not want to call for a strike.This part of the world of adults does not yet under-

standhow it could and should act, I think tomyself angrily.There is not enough

information about the crisis and not enough awareness of what kind of action

would be possible.Thepeople running the unions and universities ought to see

their responsibility.This is about job security, about solidarity with those who

are most affected worldwide, and about waking up the research institutions.

And finally, it starts, one little group after another gathers from all differ-

ent parts of Stockholm’s population. Big and small, young and old, with all

their colourful signs.The march begins. When we turn the corner at the head

of the procession and walk from the Malären lake past Mynttorget on the way

to the Kungsträdgården, there are around 50 or 60 000 people following. It is

the biggest political event in Sweden since the Iraqwar demonstrations, one of

the biggest in post-war history.More andmore people come andwalk over the

Slussen bridge into the old town, a seemingly never-ending column of people.
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We stand behind the stage and look at each other. “What have we done?”

one of them asks again and again.The strange thing about the situation is that

such a small group organised everything in the last weeks, a team which has

become extremely close-knit,whichhas brought about the three global strikes.

Without a budget. The costs run to around 7000 euros, for the march and the

programonstage for anaudienceof 60000.Theyoungpeoplehave runa crowd

funding campaign, and the biggest NGOs take on costs of about 1500 euros

each, which are vanishingly small costs within their annual budgets.

They have spent countless afternoons and evenings in the Greenpeace

branch, including the Monday before the large-scale strike. They watch Greta

walking on stage in the UN office in New York and beginning her “How dare

you” speech.And although thousands of kilometres lie between them, it is clear

that she is one of them, appealing to the passive governments. A profound

sense of shock and grief makes itself felt. What a good thing they have each

other, I think, as they comfort each other until late in the evening and at the

same time work on press releases.

The hours in Stockholm with thousands of people are magical. The

speeches, the singing, the dancing, and the music. The atmosphere is cheer-

ful, peaceful, but also full of expectation. The world can change. But still,

something is missing. A few hours later, Greta will lead the march of 500 000

people in Montreal. Half a million in a city of 4 million. The populations in
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thousands of cities are giving their governments a signal which could hardly

be clearer. We will not accept your hesitation any longer. We are ready for

a transformation of our societies. We are striking, leaving our workplaces,

and joining together. Altogether, it will be 7 to 8 million people who go out to

protest on the two Fridays, in more than 160 countries. For the first time in 30

locations in Russia.

I am again responsible for passing on news from the world to the young

activists, as at the first global strike in March, so that they can then announce

it from the stage.But now there are somanymore places. In Bangladesh alone,

countless locations appear onmy Twitter feed.Once again, the strike begins in

Wellington, in New Zealand, when it is still the middle of the night in Europe,

and comes closer, via India andNigeria to Stockholm. In Bern, Loukina stands

onstage in front of almost 100 000 people and calls on every generation to get

started and unite in 2020.

And Ibegin to sensewhatwasmissing.Suddenly twoof the young speakers

in Stockholm rush pastme. Isabelle says: “I’m nervous.”Then they go out, leave

the shadow of the little roof over the stage, and stand at the very front, facing

the people of the city.
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Their speechbegins.And I feel anenormous senseof relief.This could easily

have become a beautiful day, amagical day, aWoodstock daywith a 1968 atmo-

sphere. But here they stand, daring to address the politicians directly with all

the anger that they continue to feel. Youmust change your policies, you’re do-

ing the wrong thing, you’re deceiving people. We will not leave. Their speech

becomes ever more vehement, and ever clearer. “This is not a demonstration.

This is a strike. A rebellion. We will make sure that you reshape our societies.

We do not accept that you are holding onto the wrong rules.” In this anger and

in this courage lies also the love for the strange creatures who stumble around

on this planet, I think to myself.

In the days afterwards, the governments and rulers of the world, includ-

ing those in Sweden, respond with silence. It is as if nothing had happened,

as if the capital had never transformed itself – on an ordinary Friday – into

one big protest march.Mynttorget feels cold in the ensuing weeks.That is not

just because of the arrival of autumn andwinter, but because of the parliament

building,which stares down at the square,motionless, and because of politics,

which remains the same.
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But in thisweek in September 2019, a global climatemovement has formed

from all parts of society, young and old,workers and students, in thousands of

cities in the world, and found a shared goal.Millions of children are becoming

aware of the meaning of the ecological and climate crisis.

How can we not only mobilise but bring about a change in the rules? How

can politics change if those who rely on “campaigns” and demonstrations set

the tone – and thus push those into the backgroundwho have had the courage

to organise real disruption on a large scale: a real school strike including sol-

idarity strikes at workplaces? They do not see themselves as a part of a well-

behaved “civil society”; but as a rebellion against the rules which jeopardise

their future. Demonstrations can be ignored. Professional campaigns can be

ignored. Striking children and workers in solidarity cannot, not in the same

way.Three tasks are emerging: howdowemaintain the continuity of themove-

ment, even between these largescale events, in such a way that the children,

those most affected, and the Global South can take on a leading role? How do

we agree on demands, a political framework behind which the population can

steadily unite? And: how do we find the means, with the help of civil disobe-

dience and strikes, to push this new politics through beyond demonstrations

and campaigns?
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At the national elections in Switzerland on the 20th of October, the Green

Party makes huge gains: no party in Swiss history has ever achieved such an

increase in seats in one election. The Green Liberal party also increases its

support by several percentage points. Meanwhile, the Social Democrats lose

out, as does the right-wing Swiss People’s Party (SVP). The media talk about

a green landslide and a Greta election. The conservative majority in parlia-

ment is replaced by a green-centrist majority. Meanwhile, in California and

Australia, the forests are burning as theynever havebefore. Venice is flooded.
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October – December 2019: How can we end our fossil

society in a fair way?

Changing direction

It is a cool Friday in October. As usual, we are on strike in Mynttorget, when

Andrea joins us. She often helps the young people and belongs to the core

group among the intergenerational strike organisers. “Look at these videos

fromChile,” she says; that is the countrywheremany of her relatives live. Large

parts of the population refuse to accept the enormous social disparities in the

country any longer, and thousands are protesting in the streets of Santiago.

They want to see political change, a democratisation of their society.

At the same time, after strike days with Indigenous people in North Amer-

ica andCanada,Greta and other activists are heading for that same city, Santi-

ago – for the next COPmeeting of all countries.The unrest in Chile is increas-

ing every day. The government is intervening with increasing brutality, and

goes on to cancel the COP summit. Madrid steps in. And the activists begin

their journey back to Europe.

Many young activists from Europe travel to Spain. They want to develop

the movement, because the official delegations are doing almost nothing: but

without international cooperation,oil, coal, andgaswill not stay in theground,

and the forests will not remain intact.

The global group comes together

December has arrived. Outside in the streets of Madrid, the air is mild. In

the huge halls of COP25 (Conference of the Parties), the governments of ev-
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ery country are supposed to be finding political answers to the climate crisis

with the help of their specialised delegations. It is exactly a year since Greta’s

speech in Katowice, a year since her meeting with Jonas, Marie-Claire, and

Luisa; exactly ten years since the violent police measures against the protests

at the COP15 summit in Copenhagen. But now the situation is different. It is

no longer adult activists who are facing the police, but hundreds of children,

youngpeople and adults facing the politicianswho are responsible. Something

new is in the air.

“Where is the place for the strike?” some of the young people whisper to

each other, among them a few from the Swedish group. They look around the

anonymous trade fair hall in Madrid and then join around fifty other strike

activists around their age, who are sitting on the floor in the foyer of the UN

climate summit.

Themovement has really become global, I think tomyself as I sit between a

pot plant anda security barrier. In front ofme, for half anhour,not only theEu-

ropeans from the Smile meeting in the summer have been sitting silently, but

also Hilda and Leah from Uganda, Fernando from Mexico and Canada, Xiye

from New York, and Arshak from Russia, who will be imprisoned two weeks

later for striking in Moscow – the young activists literally come from all con-

tinents and all corners of the planet. These are the faces which have become

familiar to us from the Twitter feeds.Many of them have built up strike move-

ments in their countries, including Hilda Nakabuye fromUganda, whomakes

an important and influential speech in Madrid (Nakabuye 2019). She has long

been a supporter of FFF and one of the strongest voices of the African move-

ment for the climate.

And now it is Friday, strike day. The delegates from all different countries

have been walking past the activists for the last thirty minutes, often without

lookingat them,especially thosewhocome fromthecountriesplayingacentral

role in the negotiations: Brazil in particular, with the Bolsonaro regime, Prime

MinisterMorrison’s Australia, and theUSA, still run by Trump. These three are

constantly slowing things down at every juncture.

The conference focuses above all on one aspect, “Article 6” of the Agree-

ment: an unclear exchange of emissions rights is supposed to be definedmore

clearly, so that richer countries would be able to buy their way out of their own

emissions reductions by givingmoney to poorer countries. Unfortunately, the

mechanism itself is not up for debate. What is being negotiated is only the

question of whether both countries can then count this as a reduction – which

would make it impossible to reach the goals of the Paris Agreement, because
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suddenly there would be far too many emissions rights in circulation. As

such – according to many representatives of big NGOs such as Greenpeace

andGermanwatch – the summit cannot succeed.Only theworst-case scenario

of “double counting” can be prevented.

In this sense, the global climatemovement which has gathered here has to

keep its own goals in mind. If there are people, younger and older, who want

to take part in a global political “one people, one planet” project, then they’ll be

here, I think to myself.We just have to find them in these huge halls.

Then there is a suddencommotion.Greta,whoarrived thismorningatnine

with thenight train fromLisbon,has seen the tweets and is planning to join the

strike in the foyer. “Hey!” shouts the UN police officer and pushes a journalist

back who has hit him over the head with his tripod in themelee. Immediately,

hundreds of journalists arrive. The young activists slip under the barrier, join

their peers andonly avoid thehordeof cameraswith somedifficulty.Somehow,

some of them end up in a room which is more reminiscent of a presidential

palace, with a thick carpet and expensive pictures on the walls.They are at the

edge of the trade fair grounds, having passed through halls 1 to 10, past the in-

dividual countries’ pavilions and the big plenary hall inwhich the governments

are holding their negotiations.

I am curious to know everything that has happened in the last months in

America. But at the same time, I amworried about the group dynamic among

the young activists, who are treated very differently by various NGO workers.

These conferences, along with the attitude of NGOs from the Global North, al-
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ways deepen the gulf between privileged activists and those who often build

structures in the background without any recognition. And the mental health

of all young people has to be the main concern, I say again and again to all the

adults who are going about their business in the halls in Madrid.

Instead, the conversation soon focuses on the question: what is the plan

for Madrid and the global climate conference? And once again, the problem

becomes evident which was already obvious at the COP conference in Katow-

ice the year before. Theoretically, the delegations could, in consultation with

their governments, develop overarching solutions here (where and when else

could such solutions come about?): a global master plan to stop the ecological,

social andclimate crisis.They could really change the rules,establish laws to re-

duce emissions bymore than half across theworld during this decade, asHans

Joachim Schellnhuber and other researchers have long been demanding, fol-

lowing the IPCC. Instead, it seems that these emissions are going to rise.Nor-

way has just started operating the new, gigantic oil platform Johan Sverdrup,

which will extract oil for decades. And Saudi Arabia is taking its oil business to

the stockmarket. Aramcom immediately becomes the biggest company in the

world, bigger than Apple, Amazon, andMicrosoft.

The delegations in Madrid could agree to call an immediate halt to the

building of fossil infrastructure, including the financing of such infrastruc-

ture by Swiss banks, for instance. And they could agree to build a global

renewable energy system with help from richer nations (Jacobson et al. 2019;

Teske et al. 2019), which would take power from the hands of a few companies

and transfer it to the population. And maybe, I think to myself, maybe the

populations of all countries, “the people”, would themselves support such

global political change – if anybody asked them.

Then our phones ring in the Madrid conference centre. Isabelle and the

other Stockholm activists are on the other end. Because on this same Friday,

the fourth global strike is taking place in Stockholm, and now the other ac-

tivists want to have Greta live on stage with them by phone – this time not in

the elegant Kungsträdgården Park in the centre of the city, but in the suburb

of Rinkeby. Climate justice is the theme, and the group has contacted people

in the suburbs, which are so segregated in Stockholm; the rich white areas are

separate from the poorer BIPOC areas. If we don’t work together globally on a

just basis, the sustainable transformation of society will not succeed, I think to

myself, and look across at the hundred young people from around the world.

They, too, the young activists of Fridays for Future in the COP halls, are

forging plans for the coming days andmonths.Theworld has to see that young
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people are not going to play along anymore, and that they will not let the gov-

ernment delegations have the power to ignore their future. But how should

they make that happen? A big event is planned for Wednesday, immediately

after Greta’s speech. Daily meetings are called. Official COP rooms are booked

through the UN system. The activists soon find their way around in the hub-

bub of the ten trade-fair halls, they know where the free coffee is, where they

can charge their phones, and where they can get the latest information about

the negotiations.They update each other at top speed viaWhatsApp, and they

hardly eat anything.

On Wednesday, Greta makes her speech in the big plenary hall, which is

filled with hundreds of delegates and ministers. She has barely put down the

microphone when the big event takes place. For the first time in the history of

the COP, 100 young people storm the podium in the plenary hall and occupy it,

before the very eyes of the delegations. I stand at the edge of the hall as they

all suddenly stand up and dare to dive past the police, over the barriers, and

onto the stage. A few of them begin very hesitantly to sing their climate justice

song, and gradually more of them join the familiar tune. Through this, they

make it clear that they will no longer accept what those in the hall are doing in

their negotiations.Theyare literally takinga standagainst these regimeswhich

are threatening their future. And shortly afterwards, the UN police expel them

from the congress centre, along with the rest of us – all those categorised as

representatives of civil society.

The conference was supposed to be about mitigating climate change and

the ecological crisis. Its decisions were meant to reduce emissions drastically

and help poorer states, not only with the transition to renewable energies, but

alsowithwhat is known as “loss and damage”, the destructionwhich is already

now being caused by droughts and storms, bringing misery to thousands of

people.None of that has happened. In the end, the leader of the Brazilian dele-

gation even threatens to reject the feeble document and has to listen to a tirade

from Tuvalu’s delegation before he agrees at the last second. All the crunch is-

sues are postponed to the following year’s meeting in Glasgow.

Suddenly, we sense how huge the task is, and how omnipotent the fossil

industry seems to be. And still, perhaps for the first time ever, the activists are

united, carried and led by the young people and the indigenous people of this

world.That unity comes fromhours of discussions, joint actions, and an atmo-

sphere of agreement which becomes ever more prevalent and links everyone

together, even when there are still plenty of undecided strategic and organisa-

tional questions. Already in the lead-up to the summit in Copenhagen in 2009,
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there were signs of greater unity; now, decades of fights between climate jus-

tice movements are put aside. This is not because they have found the lowest

common denominator that they agree on, but because they have the greatest

possible common ground.

The FFF activists stand by their analysis, together with the scientists of the

IPCC:wedonotneed someabstract goals for “net”zero in 2045or 2050,but real

measures which guarantee immediate massive reductions worldwide, every

year. And real global justice, concrete support for people. And the realisation

becomes ever clearer: for that, we need “the people,” large parts of the world

population.

The band of rebels doubles in size – the fossil fuel-treaty idea
and the three pillars of political change

But then somuch changes for us. A new perspective opens up. If these govern-

ments don’t react to the crisis, what are our other possibilities? How can we

translate our vision into a political reality? I continue to be convinced that for

this we need a global political movement; not a movement of NGOs and not a

party politicalmovement,but a politicalmovement in the broadest sense of the

word.Onewhich enough people fromall populations can join, including in the

interim periods when a global strike is not taking place; beyond marches and

petitions. A movement which lives global democracy.

I look around the halls. And in the middle of these conversations, a plan

starts to formon the horizon.These are individual peoplewho don’t know each

otherwell, fromdifferent continents,with different backgrounds: researchers,

activists, lawyers and so on, who have significant social (and limited financial)

resources.And theyare all committed to the same idea.On theSundaybetween

the two conferenceweeks, a rainy, cold day,we sit in a dark theatre in the centre

ofMadrid,outsideof theCOPsite.Theyare sitting in frontofme: thegrown-up

global band of rebels. Some of them are dressed smartly. But they are a band of

rebels nonetheless.They all come from different countries, just like the young

people in theCOPhalls.Australians andCanadians, people fromNigeria, Swe-

den, andEcuador. For this group, led by TzeporahBerman fromCanada, a core

idea is that of a “treaty”, a global social contract organised from “below” on a

fair international basis, which individuals, organisations, cities and countries

can join, since global COP cooperation “from above” is barely bringing any re-

sults (www.fossilfueltreaty.org).
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The UNEP Production Gap Report (2019) has just been published, and is

shaping the conversations taking place in the breaks at the COP. It says that

with the fossil infrastructure being built and currently planned up to 2030 (oil

drilling towers,coalmines etc.), it is impossible touphold theParisAgreement.

The world has already planned much more fossil fuel into its energy system.

And because the absolute numbers are the important part here, this is not re-

versible: if these fossil fuels are extracted and burned, the temperaturewill rise

by two, three, or four degrees.

But this means that the crucial strategic course is set: reducing emissions

is not enough. That is key. And building new fossil-free infrastructure is not

enough either. These two processes may be pillars of the change that needs

to occur – in fact, they are the two central pillars. But another pillar must

be added: preventing the building of infrastructure which has already been

planned and contractually agreed, and immediately reducing existing fossil

infrastructure – in a fair way. And for precisely this purpose, the group has

developed an idea during the last year. What if global society agreed on a

contract which would closely resemble the one which led to nuclear disarma-

ment, the “Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty”: a “Fossil Fuel Non-Proliferation

Treaty” (Newell & Simms 2019)? Nations, cities, and governments commit

themselves to leaving coal, gas, and oil in the ground, first by placing a mora-

torium on the building of new fossil infrastructure globally, and secondly by

reducing existing fossil infrastructure by at least 7 percent per year. And this

should thirdly – and this has already been outlined by this group (Hällström

2021) – take place on a socially just basis, in terms of the situation within a

country and between different countries; not only for workers in the fossil

sectors, but for everyone who is affected by the transition.

What is needed now is pressure from the streets, so that cities and coun-

tries, at first just a few but then more and more, create and ratify this treaty,

which defines all of this globally. But do we really need another treaty? We al-

ready have the Paris Agreement.Andwhy shouldweonce again rely on the gov-

ernments of nation states, which have prioritised their short-term economic

interests somany times? Already in 2017, Imade awebsite to present (after de-

scribing the history of the COP15 in Copenhagen) the seemingly utopian idea

of a conference to determine once and for all which stores of coal, oil and gas

could be extracted in which locations, and whichmust stay in the ground. But

at the time, I didn’t know what kind of process could be used to make such a

calculation and guarantee that it would be followed worldwide – apart from

the fact that a global grassroots movement could make it happen.
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The crux: we can ensure that no more coal, oil or gas is extracted than the

Paris Agreement stipulates, if we radically protect forests at the same time and

reshape agriculture along regenerative lines. This quantity can be calculated.

This is the only way for us to have a small chance of handing over a liveable

planet to future generations; that is the concept. Of course, there are big chal-

lenges on theway to such a new agreement across society. It has to be designed

so that many people see it as fair and reasonable. For that, we need a list of all

fossil projects worldwide which this group has to take on (www.fossilfuelregis

try.org). But the gain would be enormous: we could all assume that the poison

stays in the ground and that globalwarming is kept in check.At least the idea is

on the table.And so that the idea is also in people’s heads that extracting oil, gas

and coal andmaintaining coal power stations and oil fields is similar to press-

ing the red button of a nuclear weapon. They are toxic. Building them needs

to be forbidden worldwide, and replaced by renewable energy, as well as by a

different global political culture.This could complete FFF’s focus on emissions

budgets as the central idea of a global movement.

Components and processes of the fossil society – a system theory

On this morning in the theatre in Madrid, we work together to try to under-

stand the core of “fossil society”, to understandwhat it really consists of.What

is it exactly, this system which began decades ago when the focus on fossil fu-
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els was connected with the capitalist organisation of the economy? And what

could replace it?

Who influences which processes so that they flourish or wither; who prof-

its; which forms of domination and power are enabled? And where can we in-

tervene and steer these processes in a democratic direction fromwhich every-

one will benefit (cf. Stilwell 2019)? Or on the level of values and ideas: how can

weensure that people no longer accept this fossil society, and the energy andfi-

nance industry behind it?That politicians who accept applications to seek new

sources of fossil energy and exploit them are revealed to be irresponsible?

With the help of system theory (on system theory as an idea, see Göpel

2022),we trace the backboneof our fossil society, anddistinguish components,

on the one hand, from the processes which affect them. The components are

the search for new fossil fuels,meaning the strange,dead, organicmatter deep

in the ground; then the mining or extraction of this matter; its transporta-

tion; its purification in refineries; its export and import, often from harbours;

transport and storage; creating products (petrol, plastic…); the distribution of

these products; their sale and finally their consumption. All of this leads to the

production of greenhouse gases and to profit. Between these individual com-

ponents, there are intensifying mechanisms and mechanisms holding things

back: themore fuel is extracted, the bigger the transports; themore consump-

tion, the greater the profit and the CO2 emissions.

All these components are affected by processes: political processes such as

approval for prospecting and exploitation and for the building of the infras-

tructure itself (the Nord Stream pipeline, for instance); legal processes; media

processes (such as normalisation through the Murdoch press, or advertising

for fossil products such as cars and flights); and economic processes such as

private and public financing of these processes and investment and specula-

tion in them; and finally, in turn, processes based on politics and values,which

regulate these economic processes. And behind all of that, the overall view of

what counts as valuable.

This means that the question of why banks and even public institutions

suchasuniversities,pension funds and central banks still invest theirmoney in

the fossil industry, several billions per year, is connectedwith the logic through

which profit is made on the financial market (Vogl 2021).

At the time of our meeting, the Harvard Professor Naomi Oreskes pub-

lishes an articlewhich continues theworkof her bookMerchants ofDoubt (2012),

on the sheer incomprehensibility of the lobbyingwork thatmaintains this fos-

sil society with nothing but lies, financed by corporations such as Shell and
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Exxon. What the biggest fossil corporations, supported by banks and politi-

cians – in countries like Switzerland,Germany, and Sweden – are doing to the

living situation of the children who are storming the stage in Madrid, will one

day be seen as a crime against humanity; that is what comes out of our discus-

sions.

Time passes much too quickly. The people gathered in the theatre agree

above all to focus on a global “Non-Proliferation Treaty”: the global population

has to be aware of what the UNEP Production Gap Report says.Wemust leave

fossil fuels in the ground, worldwide.

We sketch out which processes can be stopped very quickly, and which

other ones can be stopped in the longer term: banning the building andfinanc-

ing of new power stations, but also the search for new fossil energy sources

and infrastructure, can be decided tomorrow at a global level. It will take a bit

longer before we have an economy up and running which is no longer based

on dominating other people and nature (Raworth 2018; Hickel 2020; Göpel

2022). That seems to be the only really sustainable way to live, especially for

the ten billion humans on this planet.The idea of social relations also existing

without dominationmust therefore be anchored in people’s minds and hearts

in a transformed education system, I say to myself.

Thepeople sitting in the roomhave close connectionswith the global grass-

rootsmovements that have already been fighting for decades for social and cli-

mate justice and for “keeping it in the ground”, especially in the Global South;

they are connected with hundreds of similarmovements, big and small – with

their history of colonial exploitation and with today’s processes of renewal.

They share networks with the leading university researchers, not only in cli-

mate research, but also in environmental systems, transformation studies, the

new systemic approaches to economics, and so on: a band of rebels with po-

tential.

The justice aspect is central to this.What is the use of youngpeople or other

movements striking for a ten percent reduction in emissions, say themembers

of this treaty group from Nigeria, when there is no energy at all in the region

which could be reduced, but instead a need for basic infrastructure? I think

back toGreta’s speeches.Already from the very beginning, she has emphasised

this: that the whole strike idea and the transformation of societies only works

if we don’t just take account of reductions in greenhouse gases, but also work

“holistically” on building dignified living conditions for everyone, everywhere.

That is the commonproject inmy eyes; unconditionally guaranteeing everyone

the resources we need to live.
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At the same time as theMadrid conference,Mark Jacobson and his team at

Stanford University publish a detailed paper, similar to the approach of Teske

et al. (2019), showing how a global, renewable, fossil-free energy system could

be created in the next twenty years: country by country for 150 countries, with

information about the type of renewable energy and the energy network that

would be needed for the distribution of electricity.

We can’t just ban the fossil energy system, we say to ourselves, without

building an alternative globally. If we combine these two basic ideas, we al-

ready get a long way: a global contract to ban and dismantle fossil infrastruc-

ture; paired with a global process of building a renewable energy system, fi-

nanced on the basis of solidarity.

Only the third pillar is stillmissing: stopping emissions by establishing na-

tional, regional and individual budgets, which is what Fridays For Future have

brought into the foreground,more clearly than any othermovement, together

with the idea of “fair shares”,meaning that richer countries (with their histor-

ical accumulation of emissions and of exploitation) have to contribute finan-

cially to the transition in the poorer ones, to repairing “loss and damage”, and

even to debt relief.

If we combine all three pillars (global contract to stop and dismantle fossil

infrastructure; alternative renewable energy systemand“basic services;”push-

ing through emissions budgets at a political level) and do so in a fair way by

transforming themost important sectors (agriculture, transport, building and

so on, supported by changes in the financial sector and the structure of the

economy; see appendix),wewould at least have a vague idea of howwe can face

the biggest challenge humanity has ever had to deal with. If it takes place in a

socially just way. But that can only work, and this is something we all agree on

in theMadrid theatre on this Sunday inDecember, if we can rely on something

I call the non-domination principle, or: global, humane democratisation.How

can a sustainable society emerge if we still allow discrimination or structures

of domination,whether in relation to gender, ethnicity, or class (Fopp 2020/2)?

Changing democracy

It is now Wednesday, and the two-week meeting is drawing to a close. Wear-

ingher stripy green cardigan,Greta stands at the front on the stage in thehuge,

crowded plenary hall andmakes a speech.While the first part was aboutwarn-

ing people against letting themselves be lulled into a false sense of security by
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net zero 2050 promises from the EU and other states, as well as corporations,

she now reminds us that it is also dangerous to assume that democracy con-

sists only of going to vote every four years.This image of ourselves as citizens

is something we have to change, because change has to come now. We don’t

have fourmore years. Democracy is also something else. It is also public opin-

ion and activism.That means us, every day.We can be loud and clear, through

civil disobedience too, about demanding rules and laws which protect us and

ensure that we are cared for.

From a systems theory perspective, I think as I stand in the audience, it is

about finding the crucial lever, the “leverage point” for change (Göpel 2022).

For me, this lever is about pointing out the logic of domination (meaning not

just that we are burning nature down, but also that power is concentrated in a

few hands) which is behind this fossil model of society. So it is about making

the societal paradigm itself into a topic of conversation, and discussing why

it is there. One aspect of this is to question the apparent separation of poli-

tics from the economy in late capitalism (see Fraser 2022). If democracy is only

seen as a form,as the institutional organisation of political decisions, but is ar-

tificially separated from perspectives on the economic system (property struc-

tures, distribution of wealth, power and so on), everything becomes distorted.

Violent,unsustainable relationshipswhich are actually illegitimatewhenmea-

sured against the definition of democracy can be presented as the “will of the

majority” and preserved on that basis. As soon as this problem becomes vis-

ible and comprehensible, not only does the legitimacy of fossil practices fall

away, or so I hope – it can also become clear what is pushed out of the way in

those circumstances,“substantial democracy”: humane relationsbeyonddom-

ination, and care for one another and nature, which has always defined the

foundations of the “economy”, without really being valued (for an alternative,

see the appendix).

The basic model for making grassroots democratic decisions

In the halls, we climate justice activists from all countries and generations be-

gin to talk about what might happen to the global climate movement and Fri-

days for Future next year. The winter/spring semester will be starting soon,

and this time I’ll be working at the institute at Stockholm University which

specialises in education, youth studies and intergenerational living. And so,

I think to myself in the middle of the COP halls in Madrid, this daily struggle
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for non-dominant relationships obviously applies to our climate justicemove-

ments themselves.They, too, can becomemore democratic.

Far away, in foggy Zurich, Loukina is walking to her lectures at around this

time, shortly before Christmas. She has begun studying environmental sci-

ences; she could not free up the time and so she is missing from the big Swiss

crowd in Madrid. The Swiss activists are also working on a democratisation

project at the moment.The Swiss population is to be involved in a democratic

process through citizens’ assemblies or councils.

In Madrid, we begin to discuss different organisational models. Which is

the best one? A democratic model that many of us adults in Madrid particu-

larly value is basedonsmall groups.For eachof thesegroups (“affinity groups”),

which work on a shared problem, there is a rule that first everyone has to have

the same information about the issue, a similar level of knowledge. Everyone

must then be able to express their worries, their fears and expectations. Only

then does the brainstorming begin to decide possible solutions.These are then

assessed with a temperature check; when people can see each other, it’s still

the best solution for them to put their hands in the air to show the extent to

which they see a solution as good, bad or indifferent. A “facilitator” leads all

these processeswithout interveningwith their own opinion, and tries to guide

them towards a consensus. A good rule is that someone only has a veto if they

see a solution as being entirely inappropriate. A spokesperson is chosen who

then represents the group’s solution at a higher-level group which is formed
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from the spokespeople of all the basis groups; this person has the mandate to

seek a new solution with the other spokespeople if there is no consensus; this

solution is then reportedback anddiscussed in the original group. Thisprocess

can be repeated at any number of levels, so that thousands of people can come

to democratic decisions. A few additional mechanisms have to be introduced,

but that is the basic grassroots model. And this would be a way for the local

and national climate justice groups to come to decisions. A collective intelli-

gence comes into play and is allowed to develop. This is the counter-model to

the fossil society and its logic, I think, in which power, resources and influence

are concentrated in only a few hands.

There are 500 000 of us, young people and older ones, when we walk

through the streets of Madrid during the COPmeeting on Friday evening; one

of the biggest climate strikes of all time. FFF Madrid, with the help of Ale-

jandro, who has long been in contact with Isabelle, Sophia, Ell, and the other

Swedish activist, have achieved something huge in organisational terms.

Children can be seen everywhere with cardboard placards: here, once again,

there is no planet B.The almost unimaginable sea of people is led by the global

strike activists who are so familiar to me by now.They are carrying a gigantic

banner (“Climate Justice”) and they dance their way along for three hours

through the narrow streets. They are followed by half a million people. They

say to themselves: enough is enough.We want change.We are rising up.
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Chapter 5: Corona, #BlackLivesMatter

and the Climate Justice Movement

January – September 2020: The crisis and the

intersectional, sustainable, global democratic project

Mynttorget is empty – the strike has been stopped

And so, the year begins in which we all learn what it means to treat a crisis as

a crisis. And ourselves as incredibly vulnerable creatures, as part of a shared

“fabric of integrity” which connects us with nature, a fabric which is so easy to

damage and so difficult to patch up again.

TheMynttorget group has gathered once again. It is mid-March, and win-

ter is gradually coming to an end. Or rather: it never really started. It was five

degrees warmer than normal during the winter months; for the first time ever

since records began in Stockholm in around 1750 (SU 2020).

Now the young people are putting the finishing touches to the plan for the

biggest strike action of all time inSweden, the global strike on the 24th of April.

One hundred thousand peoplemight come together; that iswhat they are hop-

ing for.On the third floor of the trade union building named ABF, in the centre

of Stockholm, the whole group is standing in front of some huge sheets of pa-

per.The activists are sorting out police contacts, security arrangements, stage

management and finances.

For the first time, the route will go right along the seafront, under the win-

dows of the richest people in Stockholm, and up to thewild city park, “Gärdet”.

The team are well-practised, and the discussion focuses on the final details.

Where exactly is the power socket in the middle of the park? Should they go

public by announcing the musicians and call on civil society, “the people”, to

strike, finally forcing the politicians to act?This yearmust bring change. A few

activistswho they are in contactwith have joined together in amovement com-
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bining FFF, XR and other civil disobedience movements and calling itself “by

2020we rise up”, because now the year is coming in which global politicsmust

change and emissions must fall.

And suddenly everything changes. A virus spreads across the globe, along

with so much suffering and pain, in the form of the corona pandemic (on the

connection between the spread of viruses and human domination of nature,

see Malm 2020). The young activists immediately call off all their strike days

and shift to the internet, with #ClimateStrikeOnline. A new kind of activism

begins: they update each other twenty-four hours a day in Zoommeetings, ar-

range further training in countless webinars, and wait impatiently for further

developments. A few of them organise help for the indigenous young people

who aremost affected by Covid19 in theManaus area, in the Brazilian rainfor-

est, who have long been active in the FFF chats. Donations are collected and

painful experiences are shared.

And suddenly it becomes clearer what it could mean to treat a crisis as a

crisis. I think back to the day in August 2018,when Imet theMynttorget group

for the very first time, a year and a half ago. “What do you want to say to us?”

“Treat the crisis as a crisis.” At this point, in early summer 2020, I sense what

that could mean in concrete terms. Back then, I didn’t really understand. In

a crisis, it is about taking extraordinary action, not undemocratically, on the

contrary,democracymust be reinforced.New laws are nowbeing passed in the

face of the pandemic, at least in the states which are not ruled by authoritarian

presidents. It is aboutprotecting every life.Andyet some lives seemtobeworth

less than others.Those of the roughly sevenmillion victims who die every year

due to air pollution, meaning due to the burning of fossil fuels (and forests),

andwhich belong in particular to BIPOCpopulations far away from the Zurich

Lake or the Stockholm seafront (WHO 2014).

At the time, I think to myself: the same thing needs to happen in response

to the climate crisis. Andmany people say the same in our Zoommeetings, in-

cluding older activists in the group focusing on the idea of a global contract to

keep fossil fuels in the ground. We cannot wait for years for new elections in

which environmentally conscious parties might manage to get a few percent

more, meaning that they can then negotiate over several years for laws which

will only have an effect years later.Thatwouldmeanbefore anythinghappened,

the ten years would pass in which societies across the world have to “change

drastically”, according to the UN. We must treat the situation as a crisis and

guarantee sustainability, dissolve contracts and establish a new global, demo-

cratic, fair societal contract so that emissions fall immediately worldwide.
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The corona crisis highlights two aspects. Firstly, the fact that such a dras-

tic interruption of the global economy does not even reduce emissions by the

amount that would now be needed every year. Such a reduction would in any

case have to be organised in quite a different way, democratically and sustain-

ably. And: the economy is structured in a such way that it falls apart when peo-

ple only buywhat they actually need. It becomes easier to notice the badly paid

core work of our economy (often carried out by women): the “care economy”.

Plus, when energy is saved and less is consumed, tax revenue disappears, and

with it the welfare state. Within this system, we cannot so much as start to

tackle the climate crisis. But what should this systemic change look like?What

does it mean to see ourselves as part of a fabric of integrity, woven together

with each other and with nature?

BlackLivesMatter, racism, and justice

Thetransformationhas to be fair.The young activists agree on that.Butwhat is

the rightway to think about justice, andhowcan it be implemented in everyday

structures and in laws?

One aspect becomes obvious in these days in the most painful way. On the

25th of May, when George Floyd is murdered by a white police officer in Min-

neapolis, choked to death, protests also take place in Stockholm: thousands of

people take to the streets with #BlackLivesMatter and fight for justice and for

equality between all people on a living planet. Enough is enough, asmany peo-

ple in the climate justicemovements also say: police violence againstBlackpeo-

ple must be stopped, and so must discrimination and structural racism in so-

cietiesworldwide.Thehistory of the last four hundred years has to be on the ta-

ble; the authoritarian thinking andmurderous actions of white supremacists,

who have more and more momentum due to the Trump regime, must be re-

placed with real democracy. In hundreds of cities across the world, thousands

of people join demonstrations for weeks on end. In Stockholm, too, some of

the young people from Mynttorget take part in the demonstrations, wearing

masks. But how should we go about this shared struggle for a fairer world?

Both for the young people and for the older activists and scientists, this

draws attention much more urgently to the fact that the ecological crisis and

theway out of it are tied to another process of change, leading away from racist

structures and oppression. The fabric of integrity which is so valuable, from

which we are made and which we want to continue “weaving” by building a
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sustainable global world, has a historical dimension which has led to its de-

struction in many places; the dimension of colonialism and racism. How can

it be repaired? Or at least approached and addressed? Who leads this process

and how can it look?

What is intersectionality? A new perspective

At the institute for youth studies and education at Stockholm University, my

students are discussing theories of democracy (see chapter on education), us-

ing the tools of drama education. What would it mean to have democracy for

everyone? Not discriminating, some of them reply, not based on gender, eth-

nicity, class, or sexual orientation.A few say:making diversity possible.Others

say: including everyone, not just being “inclusive” or “diverse” by allowing peo-

ple in, but ensuring that everyone has the resources they need.Meeting every-

one on an equal footing. Distributing power. A debate arises over the question

of how these structures andways of oppressing people or acting unjustly relate

to each other, “intersect”, and how we can deal with our problematic shared

history.

Almost all students within education, social sciences and humanities in

Sweden take at least one four-week program on “intersectionality”, no matter

what they study, often designed together with the institutes for gender stud-

ies (see Fopp, 22.9.2021). This is very helpful to understand the relation be-

tween different dimensions of domination (gender, ethnicity, sexual orienta-

tion, class etc.; see Collins 2019). It is above all Black and indigenous work-

ing-class women who often suffer the most from the consequences of climate

change and the fossil industry in the hands of the Global North, as research

shows (Sengupta 2020; WHO 2014).

Sometimes, the students ask if there is an internal logic for the way in

which racism, heteronormativity, patriarchy, and the social class system are

connected through the economic system. They wonder whether one of these

intersectional dimensions is more central than the others (see the chapter

on the “many fights”, and Fraser 2022)? Or are they based on one and the

same system error? For some people in the group, this discussion is more of

a thought experiment. For others, it is their life, and that makes them all the

more actively involved in these seminars. They know what it means not to

be able to rent a flat just because their names sound foreign, or because the

market is tailored to the upper middle class. Or what it’s like to study at an
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institution as a Black person when all themanagement positions are occupied

by white people.

During these debates, I wish that these courses had two additional parts.

As important it is to understand the influence of one dimension of oppres-

sion (such as ethnicity) on another (such as gender and class; as Judith Butler,

Stuart Hall and Angela Davis have shown), the discussions can easily become

academic – and the basic phenomenon can disappear: the experience of be-

ing dominated, pushed down, neglected, hurt. Teaching about it, the “intra”-

sectional core of oppression,wouldmean teaching in a transformative and re-

generative way (see the chapter about education). It is more difficult and chal-

lenging than learning in an abstract way about intersections between dimen-

sions of discrimination. And the same goes for the other aspect which is lack-

ing: learning to treat one another in a humane way. Why should it be enough

to be able to read texts about discrimination without learning the practice of

creating humane, sustainable spaces (Fopp 2016; and see the chapter on ed-

ucation)? Spaces in which people affirm each other, and share resources and

care?This is not only about theories in books, I say tomyself, but about chang-

ing lives. It is one step to articulate injustice and another, equally important,

to create together circumstances in which everyone feels affirmed as a person,

beyond specific actions, attitudes, and structures. Or in terms of moral and

political philosophy: the idea of (intersectional) justice needs – as a political

compass – a complementary twin idea, that of being humane, andmaking ev-

eryone visible as people with dignity, even those who we see as perpetrating

injustice. That is the foundational idea behind the most important concept of

all, universal dignity, or the intact space and fabric of integrity as I try to re-

frame it; otherwise the fight for justice threatens to result in its opposite, one

could argue with Nussbaum (“on love”: 1992).

How much justice is there within the climate justice movements?

The BlackLivesMatter demonstrations also bring about a reaction within the

climatemovements themselves. Isn’t there also sexism, racism, colonial think-

ing, and oppression among activists? How can structures be built which don’t

rely on domination? What does “allyship” mean, and what does it mean to say

that the “most affected people and areas” (MAPA) should take the lead?

This question already comes up in January in Davos.Greta is once again on

herway to theWorldEconomicForum,but this time she is joinedbyLuisa from
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Germany, Loukina from Switzerland, Isabelle from Mynttorget, and Vanessa

from Uganda. Vanessa had started her climate strike in Kampala almost at

the same time, literally in the same weeks of winter 2018/9, as Loukina left

her school in Lausanne and Isabelle went for the first time to Mynttorget. In

her texts and public speeches, she often links the climate crisis to dimensions

of poverty, of children’s and women’s rights, but also to questions of educa-

tion and a globally unjust systemwhich relies on fossil fuels (Nakate 2021). To-

gether, they are taking a stand against the passivity of the economic and po-

litical power elite and trying to draw attention to the fact that it is not enough

to talk about “climate neutrality” by 2050. Emissions really must be reduced

immediately; and that is something we have to organise together worldwide,

throughmeasures such as ending the financing of fossil infrastructure.That is

what they write in a joint article in the Guardian (Thunberg et al. 2020).

From far away in Stockholm, I try to stay up to date with the local climate

activists who are striking in Davos and preparing for their citizens’ assembly.

As a counterweight to the elitist concentration of power, Loukina and other

young activists want to make real democracy happen, and involve the inhab-

itants of the village outside the conference centre in the big questions of the

future. How can we reach a sustainable society together in ten years? In the

meantime, in France and theUnited Kingdom, government-organised assem-

blies are taking place: a representative group of people are chosen at random

and asked to suggest,with the help of scientists, changes to the law in the light

of the climate crisis (Chrisafis 2020).

The young climate activists Loukina and Isabelle switch between the

rooms – the glamorous world of the WEF and the citizens’ assembly – and

end up in a crucial picture. The international press agency sends a photo

around the world which has been cropped to remove Vanessa, who was sitting
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next toGreta, Luisa, Loukina, and Isabelle.With her dark skin,VanessaNakate

does not fit into the picture of the white climate movement. This expression

of racism becomes visible to everyone when Vanessa refuses to accept being

made invisible and shares the unedited picture on Twitter. She describes this

experience, the reaction to it and the societal forces involved as well as her way

into climate activism in her book A Bigger Picture (2021). And she talks about it

when she visits Mynttorget somemonths later.
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Many of the Swedish activists travel north during these weeks to their

friends and fellow strikers who are exposed, as members of the indigenous

population, to similar forms of structural discrimination and oppression.

In the weeks that follow, it becomes increasingly clear that Black ac-

tivists – and BIPOC activists in general – are not given enough space in the

movement, even though many activists are aware that the climate crisis af-

fects people in theGlobal Southmuchmore severely and that racist structures,

including within the economic system, have partly caused the whole prob-

lem (Hickel 2020). “No climate justice without racial justice”, the Mynttorget

activists also write. Many of us try to change, sometimes feeling ashamed

and guilty, reacting to the underlying structures, every day. And so, young

and older activists from the climate movements work together across the

generations to read texts from the workshop book Me and White Supremacy,

by Layla Saad (2020), and the ideas of Mary Annaïse Heglar and LeahThomas

(communicated via Twitter) on an intersectional climatemovement.They read

classics by bell hooks (2000) and Angela Davis (1983), and try to understand

their own privileges and their own contribution to structural racism more

clearly and – as a life-long task – to fight against it.

Sustainability and democracy – a systemic approach

Even during the debates at the university, it seems more and more clear: sus-

tainability is not just linked to ecology or economics, but also to social relations

and society. And democracy is not only about formal processes of collective de-

cision-making but about the same “substance” of treating everyone on eye level

as free and equal.

Sustainability seemsnot only to be – as the Brundtland report proposes al-

ready in 1987 – about “development that meets the needs of the present with-

out compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”

(Brundtland 1987). It should be redefined as a way of relating to each other and

the world, as a “being towards the world” (Merleau-Ponty 1974). In this sense,

“sustainable” and “democratic” share the core “substance” of actively affirming

eachother, treatingnooneasmore“valuable”; providing together the resources

which enable a dignified life. It is about somuchmore than psychological cate-

gories such as “empathy” or “compassion” (even if the use of them is so desper-

ately needed): it is about a stance or attitude and worldview of being humane;

this is what I argue for in my lectures.
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For society to become socially sustainable, just and democratic, don’t we

needmuch deeper changes? Once again: the destroyed fabric of integritymust

be mended at so many levels: historical reparations, if they are even possi-

ble; structural changes to power relations; ethical processes; individual state-

ments. Where is the space in which all this can be discussed? Who can lead

these processes? How can wemake sure they are rooted in institutions?

Then Tonny Nowshin gets in touch and helps us with this search. We had

met in Madrid at the COP conference and had begun similar discussions at

that time. Tonny comes from Dhaka, in Bangladesh. She grew up there, came

to theWest as a young adult and nowworks for a small climate NGO in Berlin.

She is closer in age to the FFF activists, and could be seen as one of them, but

at the same time she is able to interact with them as an experienced person.

She, too, has had bad experiences within the climatemovement because of her

dark skin.A largerNGOexcludedher fromapictureof theprotests takingplace

against the brand-new coal power station “Datteln4”, which was approved by

the German government and built in cooperation with the Finnish state. How

can we change this injustice within the movements and find our way to a dif-

ferent, more supportive culture?

And so, on aThursday evening in the virtual Zoom room, some of themost

active young people from FFF worldwide meet with Tonny.There are so many

questions: who should they approachwhen organising local protests?How can

they set up the FFF network in general so that BIPOC activists are really part

of it and have leadership roles?

During the conversation, the following thoughts come up (see also Tonny’s

own article in the taz: Nowshin 2020). Tonny tells the FFF activists that they

should start early, forming aworking group to focus on this specific topic.That

they could approach BIPOC people and actively listen to what they say. And

then one thing will lead to another: they just need to start and publicly form a

group,make the first steps, and consciously approach people and pass leader-

ship roles on to them.The activists talk about privilege, feelings of shame and

guilt, and above all about the prejudices which many of them have, whether

they want to or not, images which they have to change actively.They ask Tonny

how she reacts when someone asks her about her skin colour or where she

comes from, or when she hears someone else being asked this.
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She tells themthat inner values count,andexplains that shedoes talk about

how hurtful it is, and also talks about the climate crisis. She doesn’t want peo-

ple to have a distorted view of her as only being an expert on racism.Shewants

to talk about the climate crisis and about the activism she is involved in, so that

peoplewill seewho she is. In thismeeting, someof the concreteworkof change

begins,aswell as akindof joint search for awayof living togetherbeyondstruc-

tural domination. Striking on Fridays does not work in Bangladesh, for exam-

ple, because there is no school on Fridays. So, everyone has to show consider-

ation when planning global protest actions.The young people express the fear

that in a few weeks everything will go back to the status quo and oppression

will again become invisible. Have the BlackLivesMatter demonstrations really

led to a social “tipping point”? Structural oppression might be named as such.

People who simply want to carry on as normal cannot do so quite as easily. As
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with theMeToomovement, values are beginning to shift, across society. Could

that also happen in relation to the climate crisis and its effects?

Tonny talks about her fear and grief for Bangladesh, the unimaginable

floods which destroy the border region with India, especially during these

summer months; and the new coal power stations which are to be built with

the help of German firms. Bangladesh is literally under threat of being swept

into the sea and is at the same time afflicted by terrible heatwaves. During

these weeks, an article appears in the respected journal PNAS (Xu et al. 2020)

which seems almost absurd. It says that by 2070, up to three billion peo-

ple could be living in regions which are uninhabitable, and the area around

Bangladesh is one of them. Tonny is asked one more question: What should

we do about the dilemma that the clothes we are buying are made by people

in Bangladesh for low pay and damage the environment, but at the same time

guarantee jobs? Does that make sense? Should we be boycotting clothes from

H&M?

And that brings us back to the question of justice and what is right. Tonny

replies that something is fundamentallywronghere.Something about the sys-

tem itself; something we cannot avoid. It is about something deeper than the

question of whether to buy or not to buy. A racist element is built in: millions

of women work in Bangladesh and make a few white men unbelievably rich,

in Sweden, America, and so on. Tonny says that we can’t correct that only by

buying or not buying the clothes. We also have to work even on a whole dif-

ferent project together to point out these structures and replace them, so that

everyone is looked after equally and power is shared. After all, there are one

hundred corporations, often owned and run bywhitemen in theGlobal North,

which are responsible formost of all emissions and are therefore at the core of

the ecological crisis.This shows that all the dimensions of domination (gender,

ethnicity, class) and the climate crisis are connectedwith each other (see Fraser

2022; Bellamy Foster 2010).

That is why it is important for me to be working at the universities on the-

ories, for instance on the concept of a “shared fabric of integrity,” which could

throw new light on the concrete processes through which we can weave this

fabric together and stop destroying it. Ethics, politics, sustainability, move-

ment organisation and historymust be viewed in conjunctionwith each other,

in very concrete processes. For me, these conversations lead to the realisation:

if we want to develop a program that could be called “People For Future”, we

have to take on the challenge and make it clear that reshaping our fossil so-
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ciety is also a movement away from these systemic mistakes. But how can we

formulate this “democratisation principle”more precisely?

What is the core of the new politics?
The young activists and scientists write their manifestos

Suddenly all the activists are writing statements about how the world should

look – partly because the opportunities for real protest actions are limited.We

are still in the time of corona. Use the chance, many people are saying: if bil-

lions are being invested in getting out of the corona crisis, they should be in-

vested in “green” projects.These strategy papers byNGOs have titles like “Build

BackBetter” and “GreenRecovery.”Butwhy should somefinewords froma few

NGOs suddenly get politicians like Merkel, Macron and Bolsonaro to change

their way of thinking and acting? I askmyself this at the weeklymeetings with

the movements and the “global communication directors” of these organisa-

tions. It should be about building a real movement which believes that we can

change the political framework. But how? How should the manifesto of this

movement look? We need a platform to gather everyone, I think; and we need

to focus on two or three core points of a new framework which everyone can

get behind.

During these months, two different groups come up with ideas for how

this text could look,working in parallel.On the one hand, some young activists

across theworld.And on the other, a group of older activists and scientists.The

results arepresentedby the youngpeople in their open letter to theEU; they call

it #FaceTheClimateEmergency (climateemergencyeu.org). Within a few days,

it has been signed by more than one hundred thousand people, including the

most well-known climate scientists. And Scientists For Future produces sev-

eral texts, including an official statement to the EU,which is developing a new

climate law at this time.

Quickly, it becomes clear that both approaches share the same core. Both

groups aim for a middle way between overly specific (party) politics and ab-

stract demands. Both present two or three principles which ought to guide

policy, as well as two or three ethical values for how policies should be realised.

What is this core which defines them both and underlies a movement that

could be called “we, the People For Future”?

There should be fair emissions budgets, globally, nationally, and locally,

starting from the 350 Gt which is roughly what we have left (in 2021); they
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should also be fair in historical terms. And all governments must immediately

present plans for how these budgets can be realised in all sectors – a new

frameworkmust emerge and shape all political decisions. Secondly, as of now,

fossil infrastructure should no longer be financed and developed, but should

be reduced and replaced by a sustainable energy system, financed through

“fair shares”, in accordance with the Emissions Gap Report by the UN. And

thirdly, this should take place fairly. The Global South should move into the

centre of this global reshaping of society, in quite a different way. Because

fourthly, structures of dominationmust be dismantled in all these steps,when

it comes to gender, class, and ethnicity. This is roughly where the different

papers overlap. If this framework is established, theremust be further discus-

sion in democratic arenas of what that means in concrete terms: for instance,

how it could be combined with debt cancellation, a global basic income (an

overview on the political theories of basic income: Bidadanure 2019), and so

on.

Most importantly, what we need immediately is a realisation that this is

a crisis, the young activists write, and we need systemic change. Greta talks

about that on her summer program on Swedish radio, with a million listen-

ers, and about a democracy in which we look after each other globally (Thun-

berg 2020/3). And once again, I think: it is one thing to make injustice visible

and dismantle it. The other complementary project is actively guaranteeing a

dignified life for everyone. It is not enough to make sure that people are not

exploited. Again, the argument is that we need more than justice. The idea of

(intersectional) justice must be complemented by that of caring for everyone’s

dignity and being humane: we all have to have enough to eat and a roof over

our heads which will not be swept away by floods; we can provide each other

with enough resources as global universal “basic services” without people hav-

ing to pay for them individually.That is why I talk about this fabric of integrity

and keep coming back to its historical dimension and to how fascinating and

valuable it is. (The appendix of this book develops these joint principles further

into a shared program.)

The S4F statement on the new EU climate law

But these thoughts also have to be expressed in concrete policies. As Scientists

for Future, we have also been working on a statement that aims to change Eu-

ropeanpolicy directly, for the next ten years.This year, theEU is planning to in-
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troduce a new climate lawwhichwill shape all of policy in this part of theworld

(Jakubowska 2021). Judith Hardt, one of my research colleagues from Berlin,

gets in touch to say that we as research institutions and academics have a hu-

manist task, and with that also a responsibility within global society. If we see

that policy doesnotmatch theParisAgreement or our research,weought to re-

act.Andafter all, the twoofusbelong to theadvisoryboardofScientists ForFu-

ture,whichnowconsists of about ahundredprofessors,among themtheheads

of university institutions and gigantic research centres.We also have contacts

among the climate specialists in the EU parliament. It is the EU commission

which will propose the new law in March, but it is the parliament which then

has to change and approve it in a six-month process. Here, a point of leverage

emerges.

And on top of that, a specific event is coming up: some of the young ac-

tivists are travelling to Brussels to meet their fellow activists from across Eu-

rope in front of the parliament. As Scientists For Future, we could publish a

statement at the same time; that is our idea.Andwhile the virus spreads round

theworldwith terrible consequences,we get the hundred scientists on the S4F

advisoryboardonside.Aworkinggroup is formed.Weall read theEUcommis-

sion’s suggested law and come up with concrete changes.The political frame-

work must match the science. A challenging working process emerges under

extreme time pressure.We all edit a google doc at the same time;we frequently

have to lock it for hours in order to summarise all the comments; then we con-

tinueworking; we circulate the final version; change it; circulate it again – and

find our way to a common position.

Of course, the specialists, world-leading climate researchers, have the

biggest say, but this is still about a systemic way of thinking which connects

all academic disciplines, climate science with ethics, economics with political

philosophy. The core points are: the goals have to be much stricter; a 50 or

55 percent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 is not enough;

especially not since these numbers only actually mean 35 percent, because the

comparison is with the past rather than with the current level. And Europe

needs to make a more drastic transformation than the one in the proposed

law, for reasons of global justice.

Thus, we put the aspect of justice in the foreground. And for us, it is cru-

cial that the text of the law includes the idea of a scientific committee which

will constantly assist in EU policy development. Gone is the time when politi-

cians could avoid facing up to the facts of the ecological and climate crisis – or

at least, it should be gone. The statement is published and the activists tweet
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it into the world. Meanwhile, Kevin Anderson and Isaak Stoddard of Uppsala

University calculate (Anderson et al. 2020) that with the official goals the EU

would emit about double the amount of greenhouse gases that would be com-

patible with the Paris Agreement – if it even stuck to these goals. We have to

make that clear to the public, I think to myself.This would lead to a world that

is two or three degrees warmer, with all the disastrous consequences.

All these thoughts lead to an idea.We could become the People For Future:

we scientists could join togetherwithparents,artists,workers,economists and

so on; each of these groups have set up their own networks by now in various

countries, with thousands of active members. So that a gigantic global, con-

tinuous popular movement emerges. One which is guided by the two or three

shared basic principles which the young activists and the scientists have come

up with in two years, and which we will defend as long as it takes for the polit-

ical framework to change.

Debt cancellation and reparations for the Global South would be a possi-

ble beginning of thework onweaving the shared historical “fabric of integrity.”

But then comes a change which is just as important: how can we reshape our

economic approach so that the Global North no longer makes a profit at the

expense of the Global South? More and more ideas about this come out of the

movements (Hickel 2018 and 2020).Through the demonstrations and the court

case against the police officer who killed George Floyd, a discussion also devel-

ops over these months about the role of the state, the exercise of power, and

violence. A discussion about abolition emerges (Loick/Thompson 2022),which

also becomes topical due to stricter laws affecting activists, which are being

introduced in many countries during these weeks, including Switzerland and

England, so that climate protests can almost be treated as terrorism. Arrests

are becoming possible based only on suspicion, without a warrant.

What is becomingpalpable during thesemonths, in relation to the reaction

to corona virus and to racism: how important it would be to put the dignity

of everyone in the centre of political and economic action, to create structures

which arenot treating some lives as less valuable, and tomake the shared fabric

of integrity visible, as our common task.

Back at Mynttorget

At the end of August 2020, the time has come. Exactly two years have passed

since the beginning of the strike. The activists gather once again in Mynttor-
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get, between parliament and the palace – with safety measures, including so-

cial distancing and masks. They lean on the wall, as usual, and look across at

the parliament. And in that same August week, all the climatemovements join

together, led by Extinction Rebellion, to block the centre of Stockholm, first

the bridges around the parliament, and then the central shopping streets.This

time there are not 100 of us, as there were two years ago, but hundreds.

Andfinally: on the25thofSeptember, thefirst global strike takesplace since

the outbreak of the pandemic. The young activists have agreed in their chats

that they will change the communicative structures of FFF in such a way that

people from the Global South and BIPOC communities can take over leader-

ship, under the name MAPA (“Most Affected People and Areas”). The central

theme of the strike: the climate crisis and global social justice. Tens of thou-

sands of young activists across theworld return to the streets of this wondrous

planet.
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Chapter 6: Many Fights, One Heart –

#UprootTheSystem

October 2020 – October 2021: Forests, agriculture, banks,

courts, and the political manifesto – all the way

to a new theory of democracy

How is everything connected: forests, finance, and fuel?

There is a gentle breeze. A small group of younger as well as older activists are

walking through the forest north of Stockholm. Here and there, a pinecone

falls. Perhaps the trees want to play with them, I think to myself; also out of

gratitude that someone cares about whether they survive, and about whether

their relatives survive, the last real forests in the north of the country. The

pinecones are stuffed into the bags which the group have brought with them.

They are to play an important role at the next global strike in front of the

Swedish parliament, the first really big international strike since the start of

the pandemic.

Fridays activists across the world are swarming out in every direction to

slow down climate change and mass extinction. They divide themselves into

countless groups dedicated to all different projects.They are faced with many

different political struggles: over the forests, over agriculture, soil, financial

flows, court cases and climate goals; I wonderwhether there are toomany.And

how exactly are they connected?How canwewin themwithout getting bogged

down?Maybe it is not enough just to try to stop emissions and keep fossil fuels

in the ground.Maybe we have to rethink what defines democracy.

We all sit down on a fallen tree trunk and look around. To be precise, this

is not a forest, just a small wood, close to the edge of the city. And the people

sitting here know what a forest is. Many of them have specialised in forestry,
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because this plays almost as big a role in the climate crisis as the fossil fuels

which have to stay in the ground, especially in Sweden.The emissions created

by non-sustainable forestry and the burning of “biomass” have been so signifi-

cant in the last 30 years that one could say that Swedenhas not actually reduced

its overall emissions at all; a lot of them do not even appear in the statistics

(Urisman Otto inThunberg 2022). How can we then demand that the popula-

tion of China, India or Nigeria reduce their emissions drastically? CO2 is re-

leased from the ground, but also from the burning of products such as paper

and cardboard cups. Some say that it is to some extent absorbed by the trees as

they grow back, but that takes decades. Time which these children and young

people don’t have; not if we soon reach tipping points.

In conversations with scientists from the agricultural universities, it soon

becomes clearer to me: it is barely possible to understand anything about

Swedish history, the emergence of banking, the power structure of the coun-

try or today’s politics, including EU politics, if you don’t know who owns the

forests and what is being done with them (see Röstlund 2022). It isn’t trolls or

other fantastic creatures that shape the forests, and it’s not their stories that

accompany us on our outings, but very specific property relations, technolo-

gies, concepts of nature, and economic approaches. And I think: maybe our

understanding of these connections could be something like a blueprint, a key

to understanding much more about society and the necessary changes ahead

of us?

But in these pandemic months, the activists are not the only ones going

out into the open air. The global band of rebels also sets off in different direc-

tions, from Brazil to Finland. Careful work begins, sometimes also “pushed”

by NGOs.They form newworking groups, find each other online, form friend-

ships – and they work together with specialist scientists. Many of these are

connected with the Scientists For Future movement. In this way, behind the

visible Friday strikes, a hidden structure emerges,unseen by the public, involv-

ing many different overlapping actions initiated by the global FFF network.

Some work together with their peers on the topic of forests and agricul-

ture. Others get into stopping the fossil industry; and so on. They don’t just

collect knowledge about the deplorable situation, but also about what would

be needed instead, in politics and on the ground: how regenerative agriculture

and forestry could enable thewoods and fields to flourish, as well as the people

working in them, and what a sustainable financial systemwould look like.

Meanwhile, I try to keep an overview and excitedly follow the academic re-

search into what might be called “regenerative life energy”. This is the energy
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of living, blossoming, fruitful socio-ecological systems – or whatever we want

to call the complex socio-ecological context. Anyway, I think to myself in these

months in my seminar rooms: at university, we teach too little about sustain-

able processes of exchange and synergy, including when it comes to humans’

interactions with each other and with nature.These themes are missing from

our teaching, despite all the ground-breaking researchwhich has long become

established in social psychology and physiology (see Fopp 2016; Raffoul 2023).

And as so often happens, this workmakesme aware that I have a limited Euro-

pean view of the topic and of themovement, which has become so diverse and

broad,andwhich also takes account of research into formsof knowledgewhich

have been passed down and dispersed for years (Solnit/Young Lutunatabua

2023).

The young activists are becoming familiar with struggles over property re-

lations, with the conflicts of interests behind EU politics, but also with the

worlds of lobbying and trade unions (on the problems of the fossil lobby, see

Götze/Joeres 2020). For every topic, a website is created, coordinated globally,

and a campaign is posted on https://www.fridaysforfuture.org.

The work continues rapidly, because decisions are approaching, in these

very months, often at the European Parliament. What should be defined as

“sustainable” energy – for instance, should that also include nuclear energy

and gas, as planned in a worrying German-French “pact” (Rankin 2022)?

Which climate goals is the continent setting for itself (“FitFor55”; Jakubowska

2021)? And in particular: the biggest budget allocation of the EU will be soon

be defined for the next seven years in what is known as the CAP, the “Common

Agricultural Policy”. This decides how money is distributed for agriculture,

which farmers it goes to, how the soil is cultivated, what should be planted.

This not only decides the level of (methane) emissions,but alsowhether species

diversity will suffer even more (on this problem in general: Chemnitz 2019;

Westhoek et al. 2014).

What should we eat in the future? Animal proteins, which wouldmean ac-

cepting sufferingandemissions,orplant proteins?Howcanweguarantee food

security for everyone?How canwe protect thousands of smaller farms and en-

sure a good environment for workers? Values are at stake, not only financial

but existential; and also the whole Paris Agreement, the question of whether

Europe is making a fair contribution, in global terms, to stopping emissions.

But when they return from their protest actions in Brussels in front of the

EU Commission or the Parliament, often despairing over the decisions that

have beenmade and evenmore strongly connected with each other, I amwor-
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ried. Isn’t there a danger that the movement will be splintered between too

many projects? Isn’t all of this NGO work? What has happened to the school

strike, to the mass movement? Above all, however, a central question keeps

coming up: isn’t there a shared basis, a Gordian knot, a political and economic

chess move which would mean that we could suddenly organise all areas sus-

tainably?Thatwe couldwin themany different fights by seeing themas one big

fight?

As amotto for the imminent global strike in autumn 2021, the global youth

movement has chosen #UprootTheSystem, after a long international process

of discussion. For that reason, the Stockholmers are now combing the woods

and collecting pinecones which they want to use to “write” the hashtag on the

ground in front of Parliament. But what is “the system”? I email Scientists For

Future. We have to meet in the coming weeks. We can’t just watch the young

people getting entangled in struggle after struggle.

But in order to see something that connects everything, we have to con-

sider the details of the individual groups, so that we can analyse the different

sectors andfind a general pattern that transcends them.One of the other goals

of my research is to reach a better understanding of democratic means – and

of democracy itself. Because even if a deepening picture is emergingmore and

more over these years when it comes to political economy (the problematic in-

terplay of capitalist markets with other forms of domination), and alternative

political visionsarebeingdeveloped (byHickel,Göpel,Schmelzer,Raworth; see

the theory of the three pillars and two principles in the Appendix), there is still

one big question: how is it possible that in so many areas the basic necessities

of human life are being damaged or even destroyed, apparently on a legal and

politically legitimate basis? What would a successful democracy be?

Deforestation and the life of the forests

Many of the Swedish activists join the working group for the protection of the

forests. Again and again, they travel to the area of Jokkmokk and visit the Sami

activists who are the same age as them.The biggest problem: these forests are

being cut down to a disproportionate extent, even the oldest, using damaging

methods, and then often end up in factories manufacturing cardboard cups

whichare immediately burned (Röstlund2022), insteadof the forest beingpro-

tected.
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Above all, though, Sweden allows a technique which is banned in other

countries and which could hardly be more brutal: clearcutting. Across a large

expanse of land, everything is suddenly razed. All trees will then always be the

sameage; often they are planted artificially asmonocultures of invasive species

(Westberg 2021). A tree plantation emerges where the forest used to be; life is

cut short.Through this, the soil also releases extra emissions.There are obvious

similarities between the images of Sweden and of Brazil, where the rainforest

is being razed faster than ever before (Spring/Kelly 2022).And this has political

consequences far beyond Scandinavia: the Swedish and Finnish governments

are doing everything they can to legitimise these methods both within the EU

and indirectly worldwide (Lind/Sanddahl 2023).

The young people familiarise themselves with the material and ask self-

critical questions: is this about thousands of jobs which would otherwise be

lost, or is it about economic collapses whichwould endanger thewelfare state?

But that does not seem to be the case. Renewable energy, for example, also

needs be developed further. Workers are in demand; regenerative, careful

forestry is certainly possible; and all of this quite apart from the cost to the

whole of society from the climate and biodiversity crisis.

But above all, we all think to ourselves, sitting on the tree trunk: what a

contrast with what a forest can be, a home for many in northern Scandinavia,

particularly the indigenous population, which has been treated so badly; and

of course one of the most fascinating places, as the quintessence of life itself.

That is what we keep hearing in talks by leading scientists, who explain how

trees communicate with each other and help each other, and describe the in-

terplay between older and younger trees. Yes, the tree trunk we are sitting on

is rotten and disintegrating – but it still may be themost important part of the

“ecosystem” in which we find ourselves, and not simply biomass to be burned.

Veryparticular plants andanimalsnest in it andenable biodiversity andcarbon

storage (Wohlleben 2017).

What doweneed instead,we ask:what kind of politics,what approach?We

need to see the whole picture, across different times and different cycles, the

scientists say, when the older activists who now call themselves People For Fu-

ture sit downwith them (on thinking in cycles, see von Redecker 2021). Forests

and the soil are complex structures, and they are alive. Like us, the people who

grew up in them or close to them – like the other species of ape. And it is this

living forest that the young people want to protect.

We all try to see the power structures and patterns which connect this

struggle for the forest with the struggle for other areas of life, for example
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with agriculture, with the fossil industry and with the financial system. The

journalist Lisa Röstlund (2022) has spent years collecting the knowledge that

helps to see such power structures, which decide what will happen to the

forest: knowledge about lobbies, the politicians and big landowners who work

with them, including the church, for instance. However, she also shows how

these people and their ways of thinking shape the universities as well as the

influential research; and how reporting in many parts of the media is shaped

by information from those who often have their own economic interests.

Sociologically speaking, they represent – as the working group is realising

ever more clearly – a “clique” of relatively few men who control this area of

the economy and the ideology of a whole country. But this power structure

is supported by a middle class: we hear about the fact that the biggest owner

of forest land, Sveaskog, actually belongs to all citizens as a state company,

but still allows harmful practices.The Lutheran church, too, which still counts

millions of Swedes as its members, plays a dubious role – as internal criticism

has also pointed out (Ringberg et al. 2022) – given that huge areas of forest

belong to it but are not sufficiently protected.

One thing further amplifies the sense of powerlessness among the young

people and among us scientists: barely any of the eight parties in parliament

want to change anything about these structures.The Social Democratic Party,

which seems to be stuck in the past, is involved in this project of deforesta-

tion, together with the Greens,who legitimise the use of the forest as biomass,

and the centrist neoliberal forces. The basic premise: nature is primarily pri-

vate property. And the right to ownership is defined as being able to dispose

of nature at will, to dominate it, even when this cannot be justified in terms of

society as a whole, either economically or ecologically. All this could change.

And in fact, something does happen in society over these months. Mak-

ing the power structures visible and drawing attention to untruths in relation

to scientific discoveries does have an effect.The established newspaperDagens

Nyheter writes about emissions in relation to the forests, and about what all of

this means for the intensification of the climate crisis (Urisman Otto inThun-

berg2022).TogetherwithScientists forFuture, the youngpeople agreeonwhat

must be guaranteedbypoliticians: theyhave to protect the forests,ban invasive

species and monocultures as well as aggressive clearance methods; they have

to support workers and guarantee their livelihood as well as their retraining in

regenerative methods. Quite similar principles apply to protecting the world’

oceans, for which a different global group is fighting – headed by the Fridays
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from Göteborg and Lysekil. They are also fighting for a new global agreement

on biodiversity, which will be decided by the COP15 in Canada.

And stillwe askourselves: don’tweneed to seenaturedifferently anddefine

it differently in legal terms? Imake notes for the approachingmeetingwithmy

colleagues.What are rights in the first place, in particular the right to own the

forests and the soil, and to damage them? How are rights connected with the

economy,politics, anddemocracy?Couldwe start there andfindabigger lever?

What becomes clear is that no analysis is possible without an understand-

ingof intersectional power structures,meaninganunderstandingof howpriv-

ileges and membership of specific groups (gender, ethnicity, class etc.) influ-

ence politics, the media and education. In more concrete terms, the question

is therefore: how dowe extend democracy so that this “substantial” dimension

of power inequality can be dismantled and replaced with caring encounters

at eye level; how can “formal” democratic processes such as elections and the

functioning of institutions be reshaped in response to this?

And: can we ever ignore what we are or how we function? Can we ignore

anthropology, a scientific picture of how we ourselves belong to nature; what

it means to treat each other and nature in a caring way or a dominant way?

Humans as double creatures

All of this, too, is a subject of discussion for the activists in the woods. High

up above the treetops, whose pinecones are being collected by the young peo-

ple, birds are circling and flying over to Edsviken, the big lake in the north of

Stockholm that borders directly on the forest, and opening up the space to the

infinity of movement. We humans are such peculiar double creatures, I think

then. On the one hand, we are so tied to the embodied perspective of our own

position in the midst of the world, with our own specific experiences and our

unique biographies,which shape our view – meaning that we can perceive the

forest as an immeasurable gift, but also as threatening and uncanny. In that

way, the centre of the world is always directly above us.The dome of the heav-

ens, which we keep on shifting when we move, retains its central point above

our heads, while touching the earth at the horizon.

And at the same time, we are the ones who can adopt a “view from

nowhere”, as the philosopher Thomas Nagel (1989) has said – an abstract,

distanced view which is outlined by maps. We can extend the weather to the

climate, we can develop technologies and altogether make the world calcula-
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ble. Or at least try.This perspective discovers that trees take CO2 from the air

through photosynthesis and transform it into carbon, into “tree”, and at the

same time through this produce oxygen for us animals and humans. It can

take account of geometry, physics, and mathematics. It can trace experience

back to the firing of neurons in the brain, and analyse the life of trees in terms

of ecosystem tasks and cycles of metabolism.

But there is also a third part of this, I often say inmy lectures at the univer-

sity, pointing to the Gestalt research of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–1961); a

third element for which we in our culture barely have a language, something

we often overlook, but which is perhaps the most central of all; the dialectic

dismantling of this opposition between the subjectivity of our embodied expe-

rience and the objectivity of technology, between the individual and thewhole:

namely connecting ourselves with the imagination and with empathy, with a

shared spirit, a shared idea of being humane (Fopp 2016). Not because trees

begin to walk, as in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, but because we are tied to the

vulnerability of embodied “being in the world”, and can therefore transcend it,

not as something that calculates, but as something that connects us.

I awake from these dreams and findmyself back in the forest.

Back in the forest – “blah blah blah”

They all stand up and go on collecting pinecones. Some of them will travel to

Italy. In fact, it is a preliminarymeeting for the climate conference in Glasgow

inNovember.What could be themost importantmessage, now, in a late phase

of the pandemic, with a view to the climate conference?

Everyone is talking about “There is no Planet B” and “Build Back Better”:

the idea that the gigantic investments which are being made by governments

worldwide to get the economy going after the “standstill” should make soci-

eties more sustainable. They are still trying out the text, playing with all the

phrases these politicians are constantly coming up with while doing nothing.

Emissions are still rising.Most of themoneywhich is supposed tobe leadingus

out of the pandemic is still going to fossil products and to the banks thatmake

them possible – to the outrage of the young activists (Kottasová et al. 2020).

Greta will say in Milan: Blah blah blah!That is all blah blah blah.

Now, they sit together and eat carrots. Carrots have become important to

themovement; they are a favourite food.Theshort poemwhichprobably comes

from Henrik Ibsen, “Little Carrot”, has become a kind of motto; it is a hymn

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Chapter 6: Many Fights, One Heart – #UprootTheSystem 239

for the small ones who live in the shadow of the big ones. “Baby carrot: small.

Ugly. Lives in the shadow of the carrot. Baby carrot.” I admire the young ac-

tivists for creating these moments of amusement amid the fight against time

and against emissions. Because they have no planet B – even if ElonMusk and

Jeff Bezos are going into space for thefirst time, releasing enormous emissions

and dreaming of colonising Mars.

Here they sit, gathered in the woods to the north of Stockholm, doing ev-

erything they can topreserve aplanetworth livingon for everyone.Forpassers-

by, they just look like ordinary walkers who are taking a short break in the

woods and nibbling their carrots.

Agriculture – the EU’s CAP (“Common Agricultural Policy”)

Fromevery country inEurope, the youngFFF activists travel again and again to

Strasbourg andBrussels andprotest in front of theEU institutions.TheNordic

governments should not be able to enforce their destructive forestry policies in

the EU. If only many more would join, as People For Future, I think to myself.

If there were thousands of us, especially older ones, we could change politics.

They gather in front of the EU parliament, together with their friends who

are confronting the decisionsmade on agriculture, the “Common Agricultural

Policy” (CAP).

For this group, it all begins with a warning tweet from Harriet Bradley, a

specialist in agricultural policy. It is passed around the movement, and panic

erupts.The danger to which the tweet is pointing: the EUwill soon be propos-

ing a policy for the next seven years, a crucial time, and this policy is still far too

preferential towards large-scale enterprises.Thepolicywillmake the quality of

the soil worse, cause huge emissions and animal suffering, and damage biodi-

versity (Pe’er et al. 2020). In these months,more andmore reports are coming

in of entire species going extinct – birds are affected, and insects in particular.

And with them, the basis of agriculture.The “Living Planet Report 2020” talks

of 60 %of allmammals,fishandreptileshavingbeenwipedout since 1970.Bees

are especially under threat.

After school, the group begins its almost daily work. They are sometimes

joined by Leipzig researcher Guy Pe’er fromScientists For Future.He helps the

youngpeople in Zoommeetings.Which power structures are represented, and

which interests are at stake? Soon, they understand better which of the lobby-

inggroupsprefer thebiggest companies, so thatmany smaller farmsaredisap-
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pearing, in Sweden too; and the problematic role played by umbrella organisa-

tions, whose power games hardly take account of the climate and biodiversity

crises (CorporateEurope 2021). And where are the trade unions? Climate and

environmental protection and a secure future are some of themost important

topics of the workers’ movement, but the unions do not seem to be taking ac-

tion (Bell 2020).

And once again the overarching questions: how can we anchor care for na-

ture and other people in legal and economic terms on a deeper level? Because a

similar pattern emerges which could already be seen in relation to the forests

(for this patternanda sustainable agriculture, seePelluchon2019).Manyactors

who are preserving the status quo are supported by a relatively small clique,

dominated by men who combine lobbying, politics, private interests and re-

search guided by economic profit, and who use the formal infrastructure of

democracy to damage its substance, the “content” of democracy, meaning the

provision of a sustainable basis for life for everyone, and encounters without

domination.

Andonce again:whydoes thepopulationnot react? Isn’t this about their fu-

ture and about ensuring that the soil is not destroyed?But the youngpeople are

pretty much on their own.There are also very few European media that actu-

ally receive attention (euractiv.com is oneof the only examples), and innational

media the topic is not discussed enough.Understanding these power struggles

would actually be more important, and more interesting, we say to ourselves,

than any primetime series on TV.

That kicks off a discussionwithin the climatemovement. Should the young

activists talk about “stopping” EU agricultural policy or just about “changing”

it? Should they bemaking policy proposals at all?TheSwedes are sceptical. Isn’t

FFF a grassroots movement rather than a lobbying group or an NGO? In May

2020,more than ten European Fridays For Future groups publish a joint state-

ment for a change in policy and thus for a different use of the 58 billion eu-

ros which are invested in agriculture annually by the EU (www.fridaysforfut

ure.org/change-the-cap). 3600 scientists protest at the same time (Pe’er et al.

2020) and support their demands, including the rapid replacement of animal

with plant “products”, and the replacement of an agriculture characterised by

monocultures and pesticides with a regenerative approach. We need a trans-

formation, they say, so broad that we can hardly keep track of every aspect of

it, reshaping the way in which we interact with animals, the soil and nutrition

(on the cultural background, see Foer 2019). But themost important aspect for

them is that they stand behind theworkers, regardless ofwhether they are cur-
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rently working sustainably.The transformation has to be socially just, they say.

And the protest has an effect: through the actions of the FFF activists, EU par-

liamentarians begin to rethink their position – and to change it. In particular,

the social democratic block breaks apart and many of the MEPs endorse the

arguments of the young activists and the scientists. But there are too few of

them. In the end, the lobbying groups of the biggest companies and the asso-

ciations with the most capital win out.

Here we can get a sense of an important “ingredient” for understanding

democracy: evidently, purely formal democratic processes can be pushed

through against social justice and thus against the “content” of democracy.

That must change. And the organisation of the economy, with the financial

sector at its core, seems to play the most important role in that.

The financial system

At the weekly global Zoom meetings of the FFF movement during the whole

of the pandemic time, there are often a hundred young people from across the

world taking part, so that together with their banners they don’t all fit onto a

single Zoom screen. The richer northern countries are in the process of get-

ting vaccinated, while the countries of the Global South are barely receiving

medicine.

Meanwhile, one insight becomes clearer to many of us during those

months: one of themost influential factors in our relationship with each other

and with nature is the way in which the economy is organised, in terms of

its problematic centre, the finance sector, the banks, which make enormous

profits in Sweden year after year, including and especially by trading in fossil

fuels. In Sweden and worldwide, the rich get richer, partly because of this

trading. There has not been such inequality since the global financial crisis

one hundred years ago, according to the most important economic journalist

in the country (Cervenka 2022).

Complementary to events in other sectors (forest, fossil industry, agricul-

ture etc.), this is the factor which shapes everything, the core of a market or-

ganised along capitalist lines, obeying rules that could also be changed (see

Raworth 2018; Göpel 2016). Thus, in this area too, a global FFF working group

emerges which dedicates itself, together with academics, to precisely this fi-

nancial system.
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There are protest actions such as the one against the Standard Chartered

Bank, which also sponsors FC Liverpool. They are often led by young people

in the countries most affected by the crisis.They also try to show that it is not

enough to follow the tendency of the big NGOs such as 350 and Climate Action

Network, and just to ask the banks to “divest”, meaning not to invest in fossil

fuels, as most financial institutes have continued to do with billions of invest-

ment every year; just like pensions funds and universities.

No, say the young people, the financial system also has to become sustain-

able and really – in terms of content – democratic. And they receive support

frommany scientists who have joined together in Sweden to form the not-for-

profit association Researchers’ Desk (www.researchersdesk.se), a kind of Sci-

entists For Future, initiated by ToyaWestberg and some of her colleagues.

Someof these scientists point out the actual nature of our formof economy

and draw attention to the fact that not all markets are capitalist, or have to be

capitalist.Terms such as “investment” and “profit” are usedmisleadingly,when

what ismeant is returns on capital.Such insights couldhelp to see the extent to

which a relationship of domination is built into our society, between thosewho

own capital and those whowork in the companies thatmake these profits pos-

sible. Here the potential for change begins to emerge, leading in the direction

of a justdemocracy, they say.Someresearchersgivea lecture for the youngpeo-

ple on the structure of corporations, particularly banks, and their problematic

legal definition, which basically forces them to pay attention to profit primar-

ily and to exploit nature and humans – and they explain how we could replace

themwithmore democratic forms of organisation and definitions of business

goals, for instance in a postcapitalist economy (see the lectures on researchers-

desk.se; see also Raworth 2018).

The Stockholmers joinwith specialists from“Fair Funding” and analyse the

different banks in the city. The biggest look particularly bad when it comes to

sustainability.However, someare basedonanewmodel, andget by far the best

ratings from the activists. So it really would be possible, we gradually begin to

see, to organise the core of the economy through political regulations in order

to reduce the incentive to destroy nature; and so that thosewho do have capital

at their disposal no longer get richer without personal risk at the cost of the

workers. In such a society, people would be able tomeet each other on an equal

footing, and power would be distributed. At the same time, one of the main

motors behind these business models would disappear, since they automati-

cally demand exponential growth (Schmelzer et al. 2022).There are numerous

alternative models of common ownership, cooperation, or other approaches
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(see the chapter on the economy andDavos).They could – and if we don’t want

to exacerbate the climate and biodiversity crises, theymust – become the legal

norm through democratic regulations, according to researchers.

This could counteract thewrongs of theundemocratic situationweare cur-

rently in, in which owners of capital become ever richer without doing any-

thing to earn their wealth. Countries such as Sweden have no tax on wealth

or on inheritance (Cervenka 2022), which leads – along with the mechanisms

whereby cultural capital is inherited in the education sector – to a situation in

which power in society is pre-structured in a modern form of feudalism, un-

equal and unjust.

And once again the question: how do we formulate the basic problem,

if formal democratic processes allow the wrong power structures to be de-

fended – against the “substance” of democracy? Here, too, this is about a few

huge actors controlled by a small sector of society mainly dominated by men,

who are working with the same ideology as non-regenerative forestry and

agriculture, and who are working together with the key powers behind the

fossil industry.

The ideology of these actors still continues to dominate the economics

training offered by universities (this has been criticised by the international

university movement “Rethinking Economics”, which argues that there has

been a “dogmatic” distortion of scientific thinking: https://www.rethinkeco

nomics.org). And the broad masses of the population, including most of my

colleagues at Stockholm University, may view these events sceptically, but do

not speak up – as if there were no way of changing it or no alternatives. A fur-

ther important insight is that the central banks could redefine their task and

their structure and bring about sustainable transformation democratically

(see Vogl 2021).

Is all of that actually legal, the activists ask themselves, and continue to col-

lect pinecones. How can formal democratic regulations such as the definition

of property law enable rich people to enrich themselves further by destroying

what is needed for life?

This is about structural problems, it seems tome,which cannot be reduced

to psychological phenomena such as greed. Similarly, it is not so much socio-

logical categories such as “strata of society” that are relevant here, but rather

political economic categories such as “class”: it is not about what people want

psychologically, or which part of society people belong to, but about the extent

towhichwe reproduce the structures giving peoplemore power at the expense
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of others. Structurally, the current definition of democracy seems to be under-

mining the actual preservation of democracy.

Legislation and legal cases

That is why another global group is working on the role of courts and the law.

Can they stop this destruction of life through the courts; can they redefine the

connections between property, freedom, and consideration for future genera-

tions?

Some of theMynttorget group on the tree trunk are also reading up on this

subject and starting court cases against their states and against the EU, be-

cause they are not responding to the climate crisis as a crisis.They are helped

by specialists fromScientists For Future.Butwhat can they base their cases on?

On the declaration of the rights of the child? “You would have to point to con-

crete cases in which people have already been harmed now by the wrong poli-

cies,” say some lawprofessors at StockholmUniversity.Others refer to the right

of children to grow up without existential angst. In the wake of the Dutch Ur-

genda suit, the young activists found projects such as “Aurora” in Sweden (sup-

ported by more than 1600 researchers), which prosecute the state. In Switzer-

land, it’s the women of the “Klimaseniorinnen” (“Climate Seniors”) who go to

court (www.klimaseniorinnen.ch).

Formany of them, it is also not possible to understand why themain own-

ers and the upper management of the most important actors in the fossil so-

ciety (banks which invest in fossil production; fossil corporations; forestry and

agriculture which damage soil and forests etc.) are not taken to court more of-

ten, as a farmer in Peru did with RWE, the German energy corporation, be-

cause climate change was destroying the environment where he lived (Mar-

usczyk 2017).

They are well aware that their production methods and profits have lethal

consequences.Why should we accept that?The fabric of integrity, which we all

share, is damaged by them, we could say.

A further FFF group is fighting to ensure that gas is not defined as sustain-

able by the EU. A sixth is focusing onmining economy and is fighting together

with the Sami in the north of Scandinavia around Gállok against a new mine

which is planned in the heart of reindeer country. A seventh is putting up re-

sistance to problematic technologies such as “solar geoengineering”. An eighth

is forming a group together with climate activists in the trade unions. And of
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course, there is a huge working group worldwide to stop the fossil industry.

Much of this is presented on the global Fridays For Future website. A huge,

endlessly varied world of working projects has emerged, which everyone can

join.

And still, I askmyself:what kindof structures are requiredby this struggle?

How do law, politics, finance, the economy, and politics hang together? And

what role is playedby science?Whydoeshardly anyone listen to the researchers

the young people are working together with? Why do task force experts have

more effect when it comes to the corona pandemic than they do in relation to

the climate crisis?

The Scientists For Future meet

Themeetingwith the European Scientists For Future finally begins. Around 40

researchersmeet once amonth for a quarter of a year. “There is aworry,not just

among some of the young people,” I say as an introduction to the discussions,

“that we are losing too many of these struggles and trying to do too much at

once. They are happy to work together with us researchers, but they are also

getting burnt out.” Most of the scientists agree. “And above all: in this kind of

NGO-like work, they can’t really express the grief and anger which they carry

within them, when they see how bureaucratically the clearcutting of forests

and the slaughter of millions of animals are being justified and continued.”

Agreement again. “Is this form of activism appropriate? Is there not a way, in-

stead of only fighting the different heads of this hydra, to cut a single Gordian

knot?Which scientific analysis can we offer on that?”

Over the next weeks, we keep on meeting, and set about dealing with the

question of how we can approach the different struggles as part of one fight.

Gradually, a picture becomes ever clearer to me, and a theory emerges which

may not be shared by everyone, but which still seems to open up a new way to

understand our difficult situation; and with that, possible ways out.There are

three levelswhich seemapparent tome in these discussions. Fewpeople have a

problemwith thefirst level. It consists of concretepolicy proposals (investment

in regenerative agriculturalmethods,banson forest clearance,etc.); the second

is the level of the economic, societal system (see Göpel, Hickel, Raworth etc.).

But there is still a third level which I often find is missing from the discussion:

the philosophy and worldview behind the definition of democracy.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


246 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

Substantial and formal democracy – a new approach

I propose that we need a new understanding of the democratic framework of

our shared life. And in that context, a fundamental distinction can play a cen-

tral role.

If wewant to change the situation,wouldn’t it be helpful to distinguish be-

tween a “substantial” and a “formal” aspect of democracy, and to understand

the relationship between the two – in politics and in the movements?

This distinction is not identical to the difference – defined in specialist

literature – between “procedural” and “substantive” aspects of democracy (see

e.g. Pansardi 2016; Jacobs/Shapiro 2013). “Substantive”, in that context, relates

more to the participation and influence of the population beyond elections,

and thus still to aspects of democracy as a formof a collective decision-making

process, not as content (for an affirmative and critical description of delib-

erative and participatory democracy, see Pelluchon 2019). And the common

distinction between “input” and “throughput” also doesn’t seem to do justice

to the problem. This is not about process and result as aspects legitimising

democratic decisions (see Schmidt 2013).

Substantial democracy means thinking about democracy in terms of the

quality of relations and structures, as most people probably do intuitively. It

corresponds to the demand or idea that all people can meet on an equal foot-

ing, free and of equal value, beyond personal and structural relationships of

domination (and submission), andbeyond the exploitation of nature andother

humans; not forcingpeople to giveup their connectionwith themselves,others

and nature, but creating social spaces in which such contact becomes possible

(see the chapter on education for a detailed description). It also entails that

we all pay attention to ensuring that everyone has enough resources – or that

they receive them unconditionally – in order to live a dignified life, and to be

able to engage in political decisions, without overstepping the planetary lim-

its, including for future generations. (In this sense, it has nothing to do with

the imagination of a “people’s will” in right-wing populism and the critique of

formal democracy which is based on this idea.)

It is this substantial aspect which seems to be ignored in all these fights.

Democracy is often only defined formally, with the focus not on the quality

of relationships, but on the individual or the collective and the processes

and rights affecting them; for example, the right to take part in elections or

to own property (a classic text is Dahl 2015). There seems to be something

wrong about the way we look at the relationship between these two sides.
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Governments elected on a formally democratic basis pass laws which neglect

the substantial idea of democracy, which destroy habitats, forests and soil,

and exploit workers or avoid guaranteeing democracy in the workplace; they

are limited by national borders, preferring parts of their own population at the

expense of people in other parts of theworld and thusmaking it impossible for

people to interact andparticipate in a democraticway on an equal footing.This

legitimises relationships of domination, and thus the opposite of substantial

democracy.

Domination and care

This approach throws new light on a basic problemwhich has also been tackled

by the New York philosopher Nancy Fraser (2022).

Late capitalism is not just an economic system, she says, but a societal sys-

tem,which leads problematically to a limited viewof democracy as an aspect of

a pre-defined, small political sphere, artificially separated from the sphere of

the economy.That is why so many people today have the feeling that they have

no voice when it comes to the big questions of our time. Aren’t the answers ba-

sically already predefined by this societal system?

It only seems to work because it exploits three areas: nature, which is seen

as a “free resource” and as a place to leave “waste”; the riches of the people in

the Global South which have been exploited throughout colonial history and

through the current trade in raw materials, for instance; and the “reproduc-

tive work” which is often carried out unpaid by women, including childrear-

ing and other care work. Only because these three forms of domination are

ignored – that is, because we do notmeet each other as equals – can this form

of society exist. In my terms: the substantial aspects of democracy, the non-

exploitative approach and the caring encounter on an equal footing including

the distribution of power – all of those slide out of reach.

The outline of a solution

During the conversations with my colleagues, a problem comes up. A few of

them say: you’re mixing up two completely different aspects, apples and or-

anges; that is, the quality of relationships on the one hand, and structural as-

pects on the other.How can youmake such a strange transition from a discus-
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sion of “encounters on an equal footing”, from social interactions and how they

are experienced, to political structures and economic systems?

But to me this seems to be the crucial point: we should be combining so-

cial psychology and structures in a new way, anchoring both in what I would

call the “logic” of social and political relations: the logic of domination or of

substantial democracy. With parallels to the work of such disparate thinkers

as Hegel, Merleau-Ponty and von Redecker, this approach is about tracing a

societal logic and making the phenomena of domination visible, not only in

concrete relationships with one another, but also as solidified structures.

The basic phenomenon of domination can be studied on a small scale in

terms of interpersonal (racist, antifeminist, heteronormative etc.) experience,

on amedium scale in relation to nature, the river, a specific forest, or animals,

and on a large scale in terms of political and economic structures.These struc-

tures, as well as our relationship to nature, must be imbued with the logic of

substantial democracy.

With these ideas as a point of departure, I suggest that wemight be able to

understand better the desperate fights over individual political spheres – and

why these fights are not enough. We might then be able to get a sense of the

common features of forestry, agriculture, the financial sector and energy pol-

icy, which make it so difficult to push through policies that would correspond

to the Paris Agreement and would therefore be democratically justified.

Often it is big companies that focus on economic growth through overex-

ploitation of nature and workers. Regardless of whether these companies are

private or state run, they are part of a market organised along capitalist lines;

often run bymenwho belong to cliqueswith good connections to lobbying, the

financial sector and political parties, and to the academic landscape. And all of

this is justified in the name of democracy – understood in a narrow, formal

sense.

How can these structures be changed through the idea of substantial

democracy? A new framework could provide the sustainable guidelines within

which all kinds of production should take place, so that enough is produced for

everyone without going beyond the limits of the planet or destroying forests

and soil. In this way, a kind of basis for a Marshall Plan could be created:

with a strictly minimal CO2 budget, an immediate moratorium on new fossil

projects aswell as the dismantling of existing ones; and the joint unconditional

provision of renewable energy as well as the basic services which are neces-

sary worldwide for a dignified life. This would enable freedom – understood
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democratically – meaning the scope we can make full use of without harming

the lives of others (see the appendix for more specific policies).

This solution, the anchoring of a new political crisis framework including

a plan for transformation, is therefore based on the concept of a substantial

democracy.But theunderstandingof substantial democracy is not set in stone.

It has to be discovered again and again and defined through formally demo-

cratic processes. This is a complex, fascinating interplay between substance

and form,which continually redefineswhat itmeans to encounter one another

without domination, as equal and free.

The spheres of law, family, education, economy, and politics might appear

to be separate, constituting independent systems and defining what sociology

calls modern, “differentiated” societies (Giddens 2021). This apparent separa-

tion is seemingly based on the urge for and the enabling of freedom.However,

this system actually is much more bound together, and enables property rela-

tions, which support also a logic of domination. Von Redecker (2020) calls it

“Sachherrschaft”, an objectifying relation of domination.We can deal with an-

imals and forests almost aswewish – restricted only by very limited legislation

that always comes “after the fact”, too late. In this respect, these sectors are not

separate at all. The economy and private property (including forests, agricul-

ture), the legal system, education and politics are all connected.They spell out

and enforce this idea of freedomas licence to own and ability to use, often even

if it is a destructive form of abuse.Whereby the real aim of it all, the protection

of people, is turned into the opposite: the protection of those practices that do

not adhere to the aims of substantial democracy.

The knowledge of how to build such substantial democratic, regenerative

relationships with each other and with nature, on the other hand, is lacking

in most of our society; we scientists agree on that. It is lacking at the univer-

sity; it is – to a large extent – lacking in the education system that underlies

agriculture, forestry, economics and so on (see the chapter on education for an

alternative model). In this way, we have to lose all these battles.

In these months, we talk a lot with the indigenous people in Sweden, but

also in other parts of the world, we understand better where our history has

led us. What we need, some of the scientists suggest who come to see us in

Mynttorget, are new Lockes and Jeffersons who would redefine freedom and

integrity with dignity and human rights, now informed by indigenous think-

ing, eco-feminism and so on, thinkers who care for the environment and undo

structures of domination. In short, we need an understanding of substantial

democracy that permeates the definition of formal democracy. Not only in the

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


250 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

form of constitutions that correct imbalances, but already in the definition of

security, integrity and freedom.

That would be a possible definition of sustainability: when the formal as-

pects of democracymirror the substance; and vice versa. It is then not amatter

of undermining themoderndistinction between ethics, economy,politics, and

law; but of dialectically suspending it, preserving it, but transcending it into

the dimension that connects them: precisely the preservation of the individual

space of integrity and the common fabric of integrity.We could say: the space

of integrity – unlike rights – cannot be granted or taken away from someone

as an idea. It is there and can be violated. And we as a society have to come up

with structures and concepts to protect it.Therefore,we should rethink rights.

Rights in this sense are then not arbitrarily assigned laws as objective rights

and entitlements as subjective ones, but more the result of a work of “making

visible” what is already there, given to us as spaces of integrity.

But because incorporating substantial democracy represents a challenge

to power relations and existing economic interests, such a framework andplan

will never be implemented purely through formal processes such as elections,

as the previous years have taught all of the activists. That is why we need our

grassrootsmovements, the uprising of the “people”. Ifweprotest in the streets,

we ought to do so under the banner of this new framework and the demand for

substantial democracy, not only individual policies in specific sectors, and not

only general slogans.

So we could shift the concept of this democratic encounter to centre stage,

in universities, education, law, the economy and politics, which would then go

well beyond the party political. But formal democracy, too, can be changed in

this way: for instance, by introducing a chamber in parliaments which would

take the formof permanent citizens’ assemblies, advised by scientists, and tak-

ing account of future generations and young people. Or by adapting national

constitutions or the UN charter (see the chapter about the first global strike).

The basic phenomenon

In my presentation to the Scientists For Future, I come back to the basic phe-

nomenon, the exploration of what it means to be in contact and in exchange

with one another – or domination, oppression, cutting ourselves off out of

fear, out of compulsion; becoming passive, too. This central phenomenon

seems to connect very different branches of science. When we understand
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that, we might hopefully be able to understand better how to be in the world

in a sustainable way, what regenerative forestry, agriculture or finance is; and

what creates the “armour” protecting the lobbying cliques (see Fopp 2016).

Sustainability, in this approach, is not only the distribution of resources over

several decades (Brundtland 1987), but also a particular relationship to the

world, right now.

At Stockholm University, in our teacher training course, we set out to ex-

plore this “logic of domination – or being humane” by playingwith the habitus

of authoritarian characters when we write plays about them; about the grey

men inMomo (byMichael Ende), and others.There are understandablemecha-

nisms behind this position, this behaviour, this ideology.The violence does not

becomeany betterwhenweunderstand it.But a certain distance becomespos-

sible for a few moments, including within the university landscape. We know

that such “armour” on an individual level can often only be removed against re-

sistance and at a societal level through movements which stand up and name

oppressive behaviour as what it is and try to create the opposite: humanity

which sees through domination and does not ignore it, does not just condemn

it in moral terms, but looks at its impulses and transforms them into some-

thing better.

Ronia, the Robber’s Daughter

And we try to approach this dimension of substantial democracy even in the

theatre rooms. This time we are working with the book Ronia, the Robber’s

Daughter, by Astrid Lindgren (2018). The children of the warring bands of

robbers, Ronia and Birk, who like each other, have run off into the woods and

are sitting leaning against a tree trunk on the imaginary forest floor. I have

divided the students into pairs. They have been banished from the castles of

their fathers, who want to continue waging war against their neighbours. And

now they are surviving in the forest. Improvise: what have you experienced

outdoors today? How are your thoughts going back to the castle, to your

parents, who are quarrelling?What do you want, what do you need?

All of them improvise simultaneously in every corner of the room,as is typ-

ical of drama education (see McAvoy 2022). No one is watching. It basically

never happens that someone has nothing to say, quite the opposite, many of

them want to stay in this fictional scene and in their roles, in the forest in the

evening, and talk about those whomake their lives difficult and how to get out
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of this situation.We all become present in the room, and at the same time ab-

sent – we disappear into shared imagination. But this is connected with na-

ture, with our embodied selves, with our individual experiences, biographies,

needs; in the play it is connected with hunger, with fear of the parents’ gener-

ation, which clings to destructive behaviour and does not see nature; the fas-

cination with the forest. We try to understand how we can forgive, look after

each other, find our way out of the dark, surrounded by magic beings, trolls,

and stories. Fear, formoments at least, becomes a natural part of the everyday,

something that can be handled.

Here it is only a game. But reality looks very different for all the young

people with whom the activists are in daily contact, and whose forests are

being cut down. Many of them who are protecting the forests are brutally

killed, in Brazil, for instance (McGrath 2022). This also becomes clear to the

young people in their communication with their indigenous peers, who work

together with them and chat with them online. Through deforestation, the

focus on biomass production, and especially through global warming, their

home is being radically changed. Its existence is increasingly under threat (on

the global dimension, see Abate/Kronk 2013).

Does drama education and improvisation even achieve anything, I askmy-

self then. Is this just an incredibly privileged activity, here in a protected space

for a middle class in the rich north? But we are discovering something fun-

damental. A reason for the destruction of the environment and logic behind

agriculture is precisely the phenomenon of armour, of hardening, the devel-

opment of authoritarian characters by patterns of muscle tensions, with their

economic and philosophical ideologies, which so many hang on to across the

world. And condemning this in a pure moral sense is not our only option; we

can play with all these dominating impulses, getting into a realm beyond op-

pression and justice: of “being humane” (see the chapter on education).

In the end, the quarrelling robbers are reconciled with their children. In

Lindgren’s book, it is the children who have to take the first step, so that the

older generation understand that their war is becoming a war against the

young. The students are not much older than the Mynttorget group. Many

understand the perspective of the children and young people. Slowly, they say

goodbye to the imaginary world and go out into the real one.
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The decisions of the German Constitutional Court and the EU:
setbacks and progress

And it’smovingon,after all – the realworld. In themiddle of thediscussions in

the Scientists For Future Zoom call, the sustainability researcher Felix Ekardt

storms in (for his concept of sustainability, see Ekardt 2019). “Celebrate, we

have to celebrate,” he says, bringing the news that the German Constitutional

Court has announced a trailblazing ruling, which is even discussed in the

global media (Eddy 2021). The German government is ordered to make its

climate policy stricter. This means that a charge is being upheld which Felix

himself helped on its way years ago, and which was partly formulated by him.

Above all, he says, this is about the notion of freedom, and about the con-

cept of intergenerationality.That is what is trailblazing. For the first time, the

legally binding understanding of freedom has been clearly linked to the free-

dom of future generations, and through this, it is connected with the way in

which we deal with the climate crisis (Calliess 2023).

At this time, some global activists begin to feel more hopeful in general. In

another historic court case, the oil concern Shell is forced to take responsibility

for the emissions caused by the use of products, meaning the burning of oil

(Boffey 2021).The responsibility of business models is redefined and extended

into the area known as “Scope 3”: not only in relation to CO2 and the global

warming caused by a business in its production process, or its suppliers, but

also in relation to the gases released when the products are used,meaning the

burning of petrol and so on. This is met with enormous relief. Could it mean

that the courts can stop the fossil industry?

But the clouds only disappear for a few weeks. Then a new, even bigger

storm begins to brew,with decisions coming in one after another whichmany

people have been working towards for months or years. In the EU’s taxonomy,

gas and nuclear energy are classed as sustainable, against every scientific

judgement of the situation (Hodgson 2022). Shell simply shifts its head-

quarters away from the Netherlands and avoids the court ruling; oil projects

continue to be expanded worldwide. The head of sustainability at the British

bank HSBC, symbolically for the financial sector, makes a similar speech to

Malpass of the World Bank, in which he rejects the idea of paying attention

to the climate crisis and calls on the financial sector to focus only on the next

five years (Civillini 2023).The fossil industriesmake enormous profits, and the

states invest the overwhelmingmajority of tax income in the fossil society, not

in renewable energies.Even the oldest forests in Sweden are cut down, just like
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the rainforest, at record speed. The Swedish government continues to insist

that the EU should relax its regulations on this. And the agricultural policy for

the next seven years is softened slightly in the EU parliament, but still benefits

the big non-sustainable companies which are exacerbating the climate crisis

and the extinction of species (Boffey 2021/2). No real shift away from animal-

based diets or at least from factory farming towards regenerative agriculture

is in sight, which would be needed to obey the Paris Agreement.

In thesemonths in 2021 and 2022, the fossil society fights back. And it hits

those hardest who have done nothing to deserve it. But only slightly later, the

historic international treaties arrive for the protection of the oceans and – at

COP15 – biodiversity (UNEP2022).Thetireless activismof thousandsofpeople

worldwide has had an effect, especially because it has brought together differ-

ent levels: university research and street activism, leadership by the most af-

fected people worldwide and solidarity from tens of thousands of young peo-

ple;work on clear transnational legal proposals (Greenfield 2023) and countless

protest actions on the ground.

And finally, young climate strike activists such as Adélaïde Charlier are sit-

ting in the European Parliament and presenting a “Beyond Growth” plan, to-

getherwith hundreds of researchers (Evroux et al. 2023).Their joint project has

clear contours: the demand for growthhas to be givenup as a goal and replaced

by the “doughnut” approach (Raworth 2018). Basic services (not only education

and health, but also transport, energy and accommodation) could be provided

to all citizens unconditionally; production inworkplaces has to be restructured

democratically and organised in such away that it does not rely onwearing out

products and a circular economy becomes possible. Care work should be at the

centre of the economy, as an aspect which can bring equality closer. In relation

to the Global South, Europe should not only forgive national debt, but change

its economic approach to prevent exploitative practices and structures. All of

this would have been unthinkable only a few years ago, at the time when Greta

made her speech in the same location.These ideas would have been rejected as

extremist.

But the political parties are still not standing up for these ideas themselves;

even left-wingandgreenparties arenot doing so,at least not inmostEuropean

countries. Nevertheless, in these hours, in these formally democratic spaces,

the substance of democracy is being spelled out by an intergenerationalmove-

ment which cannot be stopped.
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People For Future and the “Theory of Change”

During thesemonths, the older activists around theMynttorget groupput part

of this program into practice, as People For Future. They organise themselves

weekly, even daily, into amovement which is to be easily accessible to all (older

than 28 years), but which should both stand up for systemic changes and push

them forward,while not neglecting the struggle for the individual policy areas.

In this way, themovement tries to tie together three levels: concrete policies to

protect the forests and stop greenhouse gases; making a new political frame-

work clear, which should be introduced globally and nationally in the form of

CO2budgets andamoratoriumonall newfossil infrastructure,with thehelpof

a sustainable economic approach inspired by the doughnut economy and sim-

ilar ideas; and the philosophical and legal changes in approach when it comes

to democracy, so that the substance of encounters on an equal footing beyond

domination is not damaged by the formal aspects but instead redefines and

realigns those aspects.

Striking on Fridays remains the central focus for those who have the priv-

ilege to be able to do so. Many do not go to their workplaces, or at least take

what they call an “emergency break”. And they make this form of non-cooper-

ation visible online. The conviction behind this: a new framework can only be

established if amassmovement stands up for it and if for example hundreds of

thousands gather on Fridays in solidarity with the young people and interrupt

“business as usual”.

A website is created for the People For Future, along with a Swedishmani-

festo.Andrea, Lena,Cilla,Christine, Jörg, Johan,Niclas, Jeannette, Jonas,Ann-

Lis, Peter, Caroline, Eva, Anders, Shahin, Karin, Alexandre, Fabia, Valérie and

manymore invest their time in community work.The biggest project this year:

demanding this new political framework, also with the help of a kind of scien-

tifically supported Climate Task Force. A few go through the European mod-

els which already include similar practices, talk to those responsible, weigh

the upsides and drawbacks of bringing science into politics, and sketch out a

model which they then demand from the government in an open letter in the

newspaper ETC (Herrera et al. 2021).
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The pinecones and the global strike

Finally, the time has come.The global double strike in September and October

2021 is approaching, for which the young people have collected pinecones in

the woods.The group prepares itself in the rooms of the Karolinska Institute,

themedical university in Stockholm.The stage has to be organised, themarch

has to be planned and the speakers have to be chosen, as usual. Soon they will

set off into the city and plaster it with posters.

On the Friday itself, they get up early – along with hundreds of thousands

worldwide in different time zones – and distribute the pinecones on the

ground in front of parliament: #UprootTheSystem is written there. Forest,

agriculture, the fossil society and finance should be thought of in conjunction.

If we want to stop emissions, we must see the full picture, they say, across the

whole world.

When they then march through the city to the Vasapark, at around noon,

accompanied by thousands of Stockholmers, the visitors from theMAPAcoun-

tries which are most affected by the crises walk at the front: activists from the

Philippines,Mexico, Argentina, Kenya, and so on.They are visiting their peers

so that they can travel on together to theCOPmeeting inGlasgow.Their stories

and their voices should be heardmost clearly, the young activists say.

On the stage in Vasaparken, no more than a hundred metres away from

the flat in which Astrid Lindgren came up with stories such as Ronia, the Rob-
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ber’s Daughter, not only the climate strike activists make speeches, but also the

young activists fromBlack LivesMatter and from the Sami youth organisation

Saminuorra. The young people are united in a generation of solidarity, with

a transnational and intersectional focus, demanding truly fair sustainability.

They stay for a long time in the park and enjoy the sunlight, which catches on

the autumn leaves. Several thousand adults are here to support them, and to

stand up as People For Future.

The manifesto

But still, there is hardly any reaction from politicians. Nothing but silence

from Prime Minister Löfven and the Green Minister for the Environment

Lövin – which is no different from their reaction to the huge marches before

the pandemic.

And so the young people worry that these individual fights over the forest,

over agriculture, over emissions and the financial sector will simply fizzle out.

“Shouldn’t we write down what is needed right now in terms of concrete poli-

cies, so that it is clear to everyone how far away we are from all that, but that it

could also be changed?” they ask themselves in the autumn of 2021. “The next

elections are coming up in one year. The parties are not really reacting to the

things that make this a crisis. We can show everyone what would be a plan to

make a good life possible for everyone.” And for the first time since the found-

ing of FFF in Sweden, the young people begin the project of a concrete “mani-

festo”.What does their strike demand to uphold the Paris Agreement actually

mean?They nowwant both: they don’t want to lose sight of concrete changes to

their world, the forest, the fields – and they still want to draw the focus to the

big picture.

The big three topics are clear. The first is to take the crisis seriously as a

crisis, which means drastically reducing emissions through CO2 budgets and

making a plan for concrete measures to protect the forest and for regenera-

tive agriculture (banning invasive species, moving away from monocultures

and aggressive forest clearance, and so on), as well as globally putting a stop

to all new fossil infrastructure and building a renewable infrastructure in its

place. Secondly, all of that should happen on a socially and globally just basis;

in terms of paying “fair shares”, forgiving debt and paying reparations to the

Global South, and in terms of the perspective on the rights of the indigenous

population; and with the focus on the workers and the most vulnerable peo-

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


258 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

ple in society.Thirdly, through this, democracy should be strengthened, young

people should be involved in political decisions, and so should science; inter-

generational justice should be ensured; media and education (school and uni-

versity) should include adeeper knowledge of the crises and should be radically

reformed, and participative democracy should be expanded.

At a press conference in Stockholm, Alde, Andreas, Agnes and Linna

present the ideas which could give them a future; as well as to their peers

in the whole of Sweden: to Claudia, Denise, Idun, Matilda, Karla, Falk, Eva,

Valérie, Fabia, Erik, Sophia, Almut, Anton, Isabelle, Ell, Tindra, Chris, Taylor,

Eira, Greta, Douglas, Janka, Simon, Samuel, Esmeralda, Nils, Raquel, Angus,

Vega, Nora, Linnéa, Ebba, Elliot, Lilly, Lisa, Astrid, Hanna, Ozzy, Noëmi,

Hjalmar, Sofia, Aron,Emmy,Maya, Leo, Judith, Ella, Filippa, Alex, Lydia, Alice,

Hanna,Mina, Edit, Eira, Rocky,Minna,Melda, Astrid, and somanymore.The

text is published on the website of Fridays For Future Sverige (2022) and forms

the background of the strike placards for the elections. It is aimed both at the

rulers and – above all – at the whole population.

In this way, the unity of the struggles becomes visible. But in order to

change politics, amobilisation of themasses using disruptivemethods – such

as the non-cooperation and strikes on Fridays – seems to be needed. It is not

enough to fight themany individual battles – and they can be fought by NGOs

as well. Now, it is about expanding the movement as a disruptive grassroots

movement. And how this is done should mirror the intended target of the

political transformation: to establishing substantial democratic relations, and

treating each other as equal and free, in a network which is open for everyone

to join.

Newsthat theThwaitesGlacier showscracksandfissures shocks theworld (Vi-

dal 2021). The layer of ice in front of the glacier is melting away from under-

neath, affected by warmer ocean waters. When this plug breaks away, there

is nothing holding back the glacier ice itself. The Antarctic ice is melting so

rapidly that researchers are saying it may already be too late to avoid a catas-

trophic rise in sea levels.

TheGermanConstitutionalCourtupholds the climate lawsuit andobliges

the government to change its policies so that everyone’s freedom is guaran-

teed, including the freedomof future generations.
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In a landmark case, a court in theHagueordersRoyalDutchShell to cut its

global carbon emissions by 45 percent by the end of 2030 (Boffey 26.5.2021).

Somemonths later, Shell moves its headquarters to London.

The EU defines both gas and nuclear energy as sustainable transition en-

ergies in the taxonomy (Rankin 2022).
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Chapter 7: The Idea of Social Movements and

the Journey to  Glasgow  – What  Is  the  Right  Way

to Live?

November 2020 – December 2021: On a theory

of democratic grassroots movements that can change

the world

The two worlds

What does it mean to live together freely as equals? To create social spaces in

which everyone can live a life in dignity? What is life about, and what are the

movements about? How can they change history – and how should they be or-

ganised internally?

Someof the youngpeople ofMynttorget standnear the huge stage, looking

into the crowd.Tensof thousandsof their peers are standing in front of themin

the main square in Glasgow. It is November 2021 and still astonishingly warm

in Scotland. Once again, all the countries have gathered their delegations for

the climate conference. Two years have passed since the meeting in Madrid.

NGO employees who support the grassroots movements are also present.

But what are these NGO workers even doing here? This is officially an event

for grassroots movements, especially youth movements. And so, the ques-

tion arises: how can we organise the relationship between movements and

NGOs without a few employees disrupting processes of democratisation or

even making them impossible, by intervening too much in the movements?

The young people of Fridays For Future already have enough to do, trying to

organise democracy among themselves and especially at a global level, I say

to myself: who can appear here on the stage in front of the world media? Who

represents the movement? Conflicts have come about in the last few days,
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important and necessary conflicts, including over the much too central role of

the Global North.

Because at these COP meetings, which many young people describe as a

kind of traumatic experience, as theworld of adults in smart suits barely seems

to take their future seriously, the question becomes especially important: how

canwe ensure that those people are heardwho aremost affected by the climate

crisis andmost vulnerable, in theGlobal South and in indigenous populations?

Theyarebarely allowed into theofficial halls of the conference, the“BlueRoom”,

in contrast with the representatives of the fossil economy.

During these months, some of the privileged activists often refuse to give

speeches when the UN and other organisations invite them to do so, and give

other activists the chance instead. But then many organisers and media don’t

report on the speeches.

A few, mainly male employees from a few, mainly American or global

NGOs (most NGOs help throughout these years in a way which the young

people appreciate) have tried to put together a problematic kind of “Cham-

pions’ League” of climate activism since summer 2019. Sometimes ignoring

the movements themselves, they choose the “best” speakers and make others

invisible in the process, often unintentionally. And usually, the ones who are

chosen by the NGOs are young people who are already privileged and hold

the most social and cultural capital, as well as being distinctly older than

the 17-year-olds who continue to maintain the global structures and really

participate in school strikes.This damages – from our perspective as activists

in grassroots movements – the free and equal cooperation between young

people. It is often justified with the argument that the Global South is being

supported, although it indirectly means that employees in the Global North

gain power. Given that I myself am in a similarly privileged position, this

raises questions I have askedmyself in the past few years: How can all possible

actors help on an intergenerational basis, without intervening in the internal

structures of the youth movement?

Behind the stage in Glasgow, I think to myself: if these children already

have to be confronted with a world that’s anything but democratically organ-

ised, where so many things are already shaped by privileges and the pressure

to achieve, adults should at least respect the young people’s internal democ-

racy. At that moment, a new speech starts by the Global South activists and I

wake up from these thoughts. In the audience, I can see somany of the Swedes

who have travelled to Scotland.During the lastmonths, they have succeeded in

building strong structures as FFF Sweden,which is open to everyone under 26.
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It is a counter model to the small elite groups of chosen ones: an autonomous

grassroots movement of a hundred of children and young people.

But howdoes it work, and howdoes thewholemovementwork? Inmyuni-

versity rooms I organise countless conversations with the FFF activists. What

do you actually do when you’re working on the climate movement, locally, na-

tionally, and globally? A picture gradually emerges which shows not only how

grassroots movements differ from associations, organisations such as NGOs,

and political parties, but in a certain sense also what is really important in life.

Challenges for movements

Gradually, during the last year, the group of FFF activists has been renewed

and doubled.The older ones fromMynttorget have stayed on, and everyone is

happy to find that new people have turned up in many cities, including Stock-

holm,andhave found theirplace: notonlyon theground in frontofparliament,

but also in the chats online. It is the space in which the young people are con-

nected, beyond all the concrete plans for strikes and without any pressure to

perform. The main point: it’s ok for people to admit that they don’t know ev-

erything. Formany of them, these FFF groups have become the best school you

can imagine.

And now, so many of the members of these groups are standing in the au-

dience in Glasgow, listening to their friends from across the world. They are

talking about new oil pipelines being planned in their countries in the Global

South,which are supported by European and American corporations (on these

speeches, see Nakamura 2021).

And I amfilledwith a sense of despair. It can be seen in thesemonthsmore

generally, too: the structure of the grassroots movements, or of democracy

in general, also has a vulnerable side. A few people from the outside, if they

don’t follow the “policies” for working together, can cause damage. A pattern

becomes visible.There are a few principles which these directors of communi-

cations and strategists fromNGOs keep applying again and again – at least, so

it seems frommy limited point of view.Most older organisers often help with

good results by supporting the whole movement transparently at a global,

national, or local level. In contrast with this, a few NGOs which are active

globally havemade it their mission to “support” themovements “fromwithin”.

Their problematic strategy is expressed in various interconnected measures.

Asmentioned above, the NGOworkers choose a few individual young activists
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and declare them “spokespeople”, whom they want to transform into globally

recognisable faces in the media. They claim that this is the only thing that

works in the long term. The movement itself has no say – either in the ques-

tion of whether there should be spokespeople, or in the question of who these

should be.The differences in the organisational structure become particularly

clear when we consider that the children are taking a risk and are striking,

while the adults are doing their work and earning money from this situation.

Sometimes, someNGOemployees even expose children to risky situations,

without explaining thepossible consequences.They thenendup facinggovern-

ments and the public and being flooded with hate and threats. Finally, a few

privileged young people are often grouped into small elites for which separate

channels are made available and meetings are arranged which others know

nothing about – which sometimes hinders the young activists from building

democratic channels of communication and decision structures. One effect of

this dynamic is also that problematic power relations arise within the move-

ment, between a few adults and this “elite group”. It may be the case that offi-

cially in these groups no “formal”decisions are reached,but informal decisions

are often taken, for instance regarding “narratives”which then shape thewhole

strategy. And all of this nourishes a way of thinking which leads away from the

children’s rebellious school strike and focuses onyoungadultswhoare involved

in professional “campaigns”. Children who have helped to build up the move-

ment for years are ignored, and end up withdrawing.

This particularly affects those who cannot express themselves perfectly

and who can perhaps not take as much stress, I think to myself, feeling the

winter air in Scotland. And it does – that is the insight I’ve reached over these

years – have consequences for world history.The basic structures of themove-

ment become weaker. Of course, one can also argue: the NGO workers are

doing excellent and effective work, and they only want what’s best.That seems

obvious. For some of the young people, especially in the Global South, the sup-

port of the NGOs is crucial, giving them the time, space and other resources

to be activists and to reach a much bigger audience. And still, in Glasgow I

can’t help thinking: that also causes destruction; the idea of democracy itself is

being destroyed, the very idea that we are all equally valuable and that young

people in particular have the right to shape their world and their movement.
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How to change history

But what is a grassroots movement? In the interviews with FFF activists

which I conduct at Stockholm University, I try to understand the necessary

ingredients.History shows: to change politics, we need grassroots democratic

movements which are structured differently from associations, political par-

ties or NGOs, but which can be supported by them. The second necessity:

disruption, meaning not just demonstrations or “campaigns” but civil dis-

obedience, strikes, and blockades. This combination of democratic popular

movement (not small groups organised top-down) and disruption is explosive

(Chenoweth inThunberg 2022). Suchmovements were at the centre ofmost or

almost all progressive social and political changes: the workers’ movements,

women’s movements, and civil rights movements, XR, FFF and Black Lives

Matter (and they are often not discussed enough in “European” theories of

transformation, such as Göpel 2022 and Rosa 2020; detailed counterexamples

are Celikates 2016 and von Redecker 2021).

But most people, I suspect during these months, do not really know what

such democraticmovements are (movements for adults, that is: XR,People For

Future, etc.) or how they work – and perhaps that is why they don’t join in the

first place.

The logic of substantial democracy –
what is a grassroots movement?

A large part of the research into grassroots movements seems to ignore two

points, or barely to emphasise them.These become clear from the example of

the FFF and XR groups: on the one hand, what I call the “non-instrumental”

convivial logic of the relationships on which grassroots movements rely. And

on the other, the fact that they are really something different from just a part

of a “civil society”, asmainstreamsociology claims.Thisdimension seems tobe

much clearer in theories and reports from the Black feminist movements and

fromBIPOCcommunities, and to be capturedbetter conceptually and in terms

of social theory (Springer 2005; Rodriguez 1998; Garza 2020; Keisha-Khan Y.

Perry 2016; Gomez et al. 2011).

Thus, Gene Sharp (1973), Graeber (2014) and Engler and Engler (2017),

standard works on activism and nonviolent resistance, do explore how im-

portant movements are to progressive change in human history: with the
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discovery that we can connect nonviolent direct action with the organisation

of mass movements. But the internal organisation of these movements is only

discussed very rarely, or only in technical terms relating to decision processes

(“Self-Organizing Systems”; “Holacracy” etc.: Robertson 2016). This means

that the core, the idea of non-instrumental relationships, is barelymentioned.

Perhaps we could think about sociology and theories of democracy differently,

starting from these movement structures. This could change the concept of

democracy in the social sciences and humanities, which still don’t pay enough

attention to the crucial “substantial” aspects.

So what distinguishes the grassroots organisations that change history

from other forms of organisation? In the research there is a good under-

standing of the fact that they are organised democratically on a grassroots

basis, not hierarchically (with all the problems of informal power relations),

although they address the masses, the broad population, which is invited to

participate politically. They are devoted to a cause, something which must

change, and they often tie this clearly to a political demand (such as women’s

suffrage). Additionally, this involvement of “ordinary” people takes the form

of community building and organisation, often meaning that methods of

strictly peaceful civil disobedience are applied, which at the margins of the

movement may shift to forms of sabotage (Malm 2021) – including in the civil

rights movement and among the suffragettes – but are never supposed to

harm people but to respect the dignity of everyone.

But what is first needed to make all this possible, I realise increasingly in

mystudies, is adifferent “social logic”: the logic of “non-instrumental” relation-

ships, to useMaxHorkheimer’s central concept fromhis CriticalTheory (2013).

This means not wanting to gain an advantage from other people; it means not

using them,but affirming eachother, caring.Noone is profiting fromthework

of others; all of them can show themselves transparently in public and don’t

have to hide themselves as the people involved in the central organisation. In

addition to that, no one has to prove successes to funders, as is the case for

NGOs, which creates pressure to perform and even something like ableism.

Being imperfect is fine, being ill is okay, and in fact it’s okay to be lying in

bed at home, as in the opening of Astrid Lindgren’sThe Brothers Lionheart – by

listening, you can still be an important part of the movement, because some-

one is keeping you updated and telling you what’s going on.This kind of com-

munity building can also become what Spade (2021), von Redecker (2021), and

Garza (2020) argue is the centre of really transformative movements: mutual

aid,helping eachother,meaning that the living situationof thepeople involved
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is at the heart of themovement, alongwith thematerial and existentialworries

and resources which are shared. All of this describes the ideal case; in real life,

platforms, chats, and central organisational places might last for one, two or

three years.Then they have to be replaced with new inventions.

However, that does notmean that in grassrootsmovements we are present

as private individuals, as somepeoplemight believe.Quite the opposite: some-

one who is there as a private individual will damage the movement, sooner or

later. Because it is onlywhenwe operate as part of themovement (in that sense

not dissimilarly to members of an association or a democratic workplace) can

we see everyone as equal; not preferring somepeople and only interactingwith

them, or putting our own interests first, creating informal centres of power.

Challenges in Glasgow – unequal, but still equal

“Watch out, it’s starting!”The crowd in Glasgow applauds when a new activist

climbsonto the stage.And there they stand, talking to their friends fromacross

the world, the Swedish group.They send pictures and messages to those who

had to stay at home.

Across the world, activists are trying to create similar structures, con-

fronting parallel challenges when it comes to building a global democracy.The

working groups are useful when it comes to finding new global strike dates or
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agreeing on a hashtag, but there is still a lack of structures that would make it

easier to get involved globally, some activists say. And at the same time, there

is the challenge that those young people who come from the regions, classes

and sectors of society that aremost severely affected ought to take on a leading

role, but without just having the responsibility foisted on them by those in the

Global North. That is what most of the conversations in the corridors of the

COP are about. How can we organise ourselves as equals when some are so

privileged?

How do you do that, I ask the young activists in our conversations about

the development of Fridays For Future in Sweden: how do you try tomeet each

other as equals?

The development of Fridays For Future 

They have created a code of conduct to structure the way they interact, as well

as guidelines for the content of their cause, which they publish as amanifesto.

The crux of all this is the willingness to respect one another and set off on

a path of learning and deepening democracy, in which people are prepared to

question their own standpoints and help each other to understand themselves

and others better.

They create democratic monthly meetings and “rotate” these, choosing

different “facilitators” for each meeting, and establishing a clear agenda be-

forehand, along with ways to make decisions. Basically, they are consensus-

oriented and only vote in an emergency, in which case a proposal needs 80 %

agreement within one or two days. In this way, they avoid the process of fight-

ing formajorities, which is so crucial for political parties and associations and

for formal democracy in general.

These unifying organisational solutions are strengthened further by the

strikes as a common form of action.The experience of the strikes, in which the

young activists obstruct the status quo of the fossil society as equals, draws

them together even more. Most of them describe how the weekly strikes,

this form of civil disobedience, contain both a feeling of power, since they no

longer just have to watch while their world is destroyed, and also a sense of

exposure, which can be connected with hate from passers-by. This also leads

to grief – and to the danger of burning out if that grief is not expressed and

met with support.
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In this context, their invention is all themore central: theyhave the chats, in

which they can all participate as equals, and the physical places such as Mynt-

torget where they can express grief and fear, too.This combines the logic of so-

cial relationships with specific aspects of FFF’s organisation: the young people

do not simply organise themselves decentrally, as Extinction Rebellion does.

In XR there is no real central meeting point, but at most allotted rules and

mandates, through what is known as the holacracy or SoS model (Robertson

2016; Extinction Rebellion 2023). This is what makes a crucial contribution to

the strength of the movement, and works: a permanent exchange on an equal

footing in a central location, which is also free of the pressure to be right or

to excel.Without such a central place (ideally both virtual and physical),move-

ments seem not to work, contrary to all theories of decentralised movements.

FFF and People For Future are in this sense a very specific form of social

movement, because they combine the open democratic structure of a decen-

tralised set-up with organisational solutions (shared meeting points) which

enable much more direct and non-instrumental relationships with everyone.

That solves (at least to a degree) the problem of other movements that in spite

of the decentralised approach the same people generally decidewhat is to hap-

pen – the people who are the loudest and who have the most resources, often

middle and upper middle class people (see Bourdieu 2010 for the dangers of

classismwithin social groupswhich create informal ways of communicating –

by mentioning some specific culture and showing a certain “habitus” – which

allow only a few to feel truly included).

I look across at the apple trees in front of the university building and sud-

denly work out that this is actually about democratisation not just in terms of

content, but also in terms of organisation. Sometimes outsiders understand

this to mean that everyone should do everything, as if there shouldn’t be any

roles or mandates. But that is not the case. And it is also not about levelling

down. It seems absurd to stop those people frommaking speecheswho are the

best at doing so, in the name of democracy; the point is that they shouldn’t be

the only ones who are visible. So it is about making sure everyone is involved

without one person deciding how the others should behave; the older ones, in

particular, should not be deciding that, since there is a power imbalance be-

tween them and the younger ones. That is why the independence and auton-

omy of the movement as a youth movement is so important to me. Instead, as

People For Future for activists over 26,we build our own complementary struc-

tures.
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How organisations can work together with children – new rules

A fewof theolder ones then intervene in relation to the role of theNGOemploy-

ees.Andwith time, thebosses of these feworganisationsdo see that something

is going wrong in terms of the power relations. Many of them don’t even have

rules defining how their employees should interact with children,which ought

to be standard and which is the case for most social organisations. The result

of these interventions is a document which I write at the university. It is an-

chored and accepted in meetings with those responsible for the biggest global

climate networks.

It is called “Guidelines for cooperation between generations (NGOs and

youth movements),” and it states that the movement must belong first and

foremost to the children and young people, and to all of them, democrati-

cally – they have a right to self-organisation. Secondly, power relations must

change, so that NGO workers communicate with the movement as a whole

and do not intervene in the structures, splitting off groups and forming elites,

and making the children dependent on them in an unhealthy way. Thirdly,

children’s attention must always be drawn clearly to the dangers of current

and possible future situations, and they must be given information so that

they can make informed decisions themselves. And fourthly, bringing every-

thing together: the welfare of the children and their own position as political

subjects must always have priority; adults must put this first.

During these years of intergenerational cooperation in the climate move-

ments, it is astonishing how many adults do not want to commit to such for-

mulations, talking of “ageism” and claiming that they are being discriminated

against when they are asked to give young people precedence. In Sweden, al-

ready early on, since the 1970s, the playwright and theatre director Suzanne

Osten (2009) was drawing attention to the unequal power relations between

children and adults, and formulated this as an imperative for the whole of so-

ciety: to make these very power relations visible, and respond to them in such

a way that young people are not oppressed but are taken seriously as subjects.

Roger Hart (1992) makes similar points for UNICEF in his text “Children’s Par-

ticipation – From Tokenism to Citizenship”.
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More than “civil society”

However, in a certain sense, through this limitation on the power of NGOs, an

even bigger issue becomes obvious. Because what the young people of FFF and

the adults of Extinction Rebellion have built up in the previous years is not at

all appropriately described as “civil society”, a term which applies more to or-

ganisations and associations.The concept of civil society and the theories be-

hind it seem tobelong to and contribute to an ideologywhich trivialises protest

andweakens it into a friendly “deliberativediscourse”, touse JürgenHabermas’

term (see Chappell 2012).

But doesn’t the term civil society – and often theories of “global gover-

nance” in relation to particular actors in sustainability transformation (see

e.g. Linnér/Wibeck 2019) – come from a way of thinking that takes the sting

out of these very movements by dividing society into four sectors – the public

sector, the market, the private sector and the sector of civil society, which is

more about ideas than aboutmaterial concerns? And then, in such a “friendly”

way, even gives these “ideas people” a seat at the table of “stakeholders”, so that

there can be a discussion at a “round table”?

But domovements such as FFF and XR not want to change the power rela-

tions,not just bring their arguments intoexistingdiscoursesof those inpower?

So mainstream research problematically contributes to a process which en-

deavours to weaken the movements through its manner of describing them.

This seems to be a crucial difference to an (often right-wing) populistic

movement that tries to speak for a fictitiously created ”will of the people”.

In contrast, the democratic grassroots movements (even historically) are not

fighting for the specific interests of one group in society (even if it looks like

that on the surface), but for the inclusion of one group in the realm of the

dignity of all people, the equality and freedom of all, beyond borders, eth-

nicity, gender etc. This is an aspect which gives the movement its democratic

legitimacy. It is not about pretending to understand the “will of the people”,

or about asserting particular interests, but about creating real equity, justice,

and humanity for all.

That is why it is so important, I think, that these groups use means which

guarantee everyone’s dignity, even the one of the persons who disagree. The

danger is real to hurt the common fabric of dignity in the name of justice. In

this sense, everymovementneeds– if onedoesn’twant to rely on the lucky con-

stellation of people who have a strong informal power position and use it to

include everyone and go beyond all forms of domination – a permanent learn-
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ing process how to create such real substantial democracy, an open space for

different analyses, real inclusion; learning, how to stop the concentration of

power in the hands of few (see the chapter on education).

The “blue zone” and the negotiations in the COP rooms

After the protest march through Glasgow, activists of all ages sit together for

thenext days inside andoutside theCOProoms.The local organisers havedone

an enormous amount of work, over many months.They not only organise the

strikewith tens of thousands of children and youngpeople.They create ameet-

ing point in themiddle of the citywhere they can all gather:Dylan,Saoi, Sandy,

and somanymore. Some of the Swedish activists havemet already in Brussels

in March and in Lausanne in August 2019; all of them form the group of ac-

tivists who keep in contact the whole time, organising the movement day af-

ter day,month aftermonth, year after year, upholding the common structures

and debates. Together withMitzi,Marja, Sommer, Eric, Arshak, Annika,Theo,

Patsy, Ianthe, Erik, Yusuf, and so many more from all five continents – who

keep in contact with each other and many people on Mynttorget over all these

years.

Often, during these two weeks of discussions in the Cryosphere Pavilion,

the activists end up in the middle of what is known as the “blue zone” at the

conference; a space which is cordoned off and guarded, in which the crucial

negotiations also take place. This is where research on the melting ice is pre-

sented, and it is also where (far too few) indigenous activists from countries

such as Canada report on the devastating consequences of the crisis for their

livelihoods.

How do the young people actually feel here, in these COP spaces: included

or excluded? How do they experience what is seemingly the most important

meeting on the climate crisis, with their specific intersectional and regional

backgrounds? Isabelle fromMynttorget is not only here as a strike activist, but

also as a researcher.Shebegangoingonstrikewhenshewas inhigh school,and

now she is finishing her studies. She has made it the goal of her final project

at Stockholm University to gain a better understanding of her fellow activists

globally.

While she records interviews, I walk over to the official negotiation room.

They are sitting there together, the official delegates of all nations. They have

the mandate to respond to the crisis with political decisions.They could theo-
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retically – in conversation with governments – agree on real solutions, a crisis

plan to stop emissions, keep fuel in the ground and protect forests, animals,

and the soil.

I sit down towards the back of the huge plenary hall. One country after an-

other takes themicrophone.One after another, theydescribe their national sit-

uations. Proposals are presented for changes to a joint document.

After I’ve heard three delegations, at most, I begin to get restless. Once

again, the speaker begins to say that he – the room is dominated by men in

suits – agrees with all the others and wants to commit to a “net zero goal for

2050”,“as set out in theParisAgreement”.There’snopoint ineven talkingabout

that, I think to myself. And after half an hour I understand the strategy of al-

most all governments across the world.

Rather than focusing on the 1.5-degree limit in the Paris Agreement (or

even on the “well below 2 degrees” target) or agreeing on concrete measures,

they behave as if an abstract goal like “net zero in 2050” is enough for the situ-

ation. But the crux of this is the absolute quantity of emissions; naming a year

does not define this at all.

First of all, countries ought to be aiming for quite different zero emissions

goals, depending on theirwealth and infrastructure, I say tomyself.This global

solidarity is set out in the Paris Agreement. And secondly, the whole CO2 bud-

get for this limit will already have been used up in a few years, or in six or seven

years, to be precise (Anderson et al. 2020) if emissions continue to remain the

same. Used up forever.

The speeches of theseministers on a 2050 goal in this huge hall seem tome

tomake amockery of the young people sitting in the next rooms. And they are

not even aiming for “almost” zero emissions, but for “net zero”, a formulation

which allows compensations and “offsetting”, including enormous loopholes

for measures such as carbon capture and storage, which are often impractica-

ble or unjust, and which barely prevent emissions (Skelton et al. 2020).

The ministers from the two countries leading the negotiations collect the

proposals.Then theywithdraw, togetherwith a few select representatives from

groups of countries. Finally, they present a new text which will again be dis-

cussed in the plenarymeeting – and so on, until there is a finished document.

The interesting thing about this afternoon are the descriptions of the con-

crete changes to the climate in all the different countries. One minister after

another describes a nightmare: what is happening in Peru, in Australia, and so

on. I become increasingly furious, and Iwant to yell: what’s the point of all this?

You ought to…Butwhat? Stop the emissions,with clear crisis plans for the next
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five years which are transparent and binding, and verifiable. Instead, themin-

isters continue their speeches on “net zero 2050” in their own countries well

into the evening. Global justice and democracy are barely discussed at all. As

the climate Twitter community keeps reminding us: emissions are still rising

across the world, in spite of the 26 COP summits.

Following pressure from India – and in an undemocratic move at the last

second under the direction of British politician Alok Sharma – the final docu-

ment does not even include the phrase “phase out coal”, but only “phase down

coal”, as if theworld could just keep going on taking coal out of the ground and

burning it. For the first time, and that shows the problems of thesemeetings, a

fossil fuel is mentioned officially in the context of the COP. In the Paris Agree-

ment, coal, oil, and gas are not discussed at all, even though they are at the core

of the problem; the power of the corporations is so strong – or at least, this is

one explanation – and the fear of the politicians is so great, or else their self-

interest. And this goes for petrostates such as Saudi Arabia and Russia, just as

much as it does for Germany’s coal industry and for the Swiss financial sector.

On Swedish public radio, the science reporter points out rightly that the con-

ference seems to fall into two parts (Sverigesradio 2022): the self-promotion of

the countries, and the sober observations by activists and scientists, who are

practically in despair.

Accordingly, the young people mainly meet their friends from across the

world outside the COP site and make this failure clear at “rallies” – sponta-
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neous demonstrations; and they join and support the workers’ strike which

happens during these days.They give speeches and chant: “You can shove your

climate crisis up your arse” (Nicholson 2021)! And they plan the next protest ac-

tions, at least looking back with goodmemories of the huge strike on Friday in

the lanes of Glasgow with tens of thousands of young people; including many

schoolchildren at their first demonstration.

And while the young people are already setting out, the older ones are still

working on the movements which can build up the “people’s power”. In the

evenings, we meet up with people in the pubs along the river Clyde, including

trade unionists from the international umbrella organisation ITUC, andmany

others who are building grassroots movements, like the activists behind the

Momentum movement in England, which anchors the idea of climate justice

right in the local communities which are affected, and has renewed the work-

ers’movement.Howdo youdo that, I ask again and again: howdo youorganise

locally and globally for this other, democratic voice of the populations?

Back from Glasgow – on questions about the class society

We travel back on the train to Mynttorget. At Stockholm University, I have to

report back to my colleagues. How did it go for the young people and for us

researchers? How is the global community reacting to the crisis?

The colloquium of my colleague Linnéa begins at our Department of Child

and Youth Studies. “Critical Youth Studies” is the name of the event. And sud-

denly, as the discussion develops, I realise again what seems to me to be the

central aspect of movements and the real challenge for a rapid transformation

of society. Linnéa is leading the meeting. She has written some of the most

important books about the children in Swedish society who live in precarious

circumstances and are affected by poverty and violence, and about the policies

which could prevent this (Bruno/Becevic 2020).

She chooses a rather unusual way to begin the seminar, and suggests that

if we want we should discuss our own “subject position”. A subject position

is – in the tradition of theorists such as Foucault – the socially anddiscursively

defined interpretation of our position in society, particularly in terms of the

interconnected dimensions of discrimination and privilege, such as gender,

class, and so on.But today, the focus is on the class we come fromand inwhich

we live, and not on gender or ethnicity, which are so often discussed in the hu-

manities and social sciences.
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Many educators do speak about these dimensions sometimes in their

lectures, but mainly just as an object of research, as something we should be

thinking about during an analysis – not as part of our lives at the universities.

And it is the same, I think to myself privately, it is exactly the same for us

activists. Our positions in terms of class and origin seems almost to be taboo.

In the seminar, many people hesitate. Something is happening here which

goes against the norm. Usually, in the way that we speak and behave, we

behave as if all of us belong to the same (upper) middle class. But how can we

talk openly and sensitively about class, about belonging to a class and about

oppression,without forcing anyone to say something they don’twant to reveal?

Without creating shame? Without excluding anyone – on the contrary – with

the intention of drawing attention to processes of democratisation and the

structures behind them?

Many of the adult activists themselves live on a very low income and in in-

secure, temporary work contracts, or else they are ill or unemployed. Travel-

ling, for instance (to events such as the COP), is often only an exception made

possible by support, and this goes evenmore for our colleagues from the coun-

tries most affected by the climate crisis. This makes it even clearer how even

environmental NGOs differ from grassroots movements: a few NGO employ-

ees, though certainly not all, come from themiddle class, fly around the world

frommeeting tomeeting, drive their cars around and join cliques with similar

people in which the boundaries between private friendships and economic in-

terests, jobs and business connections become unclear – not so different from

the cliques which cling on to non-sustainable forestry and agriculture. And at

the universities it’s not so different either. Many things are shaped by instru-

mental relationships, in relation to possible joint publications or jobs, for in-

stance (seeMcGeown/Barry 2023).Our ownposition in society is not discussed

very readily. And educational justice is generally lacking: it is mainly the same

middle class which reproduces itself through the forms of education and the

structures (Warren 2014).

The alienation in Glasgow is, I think to myself, not only an estrangement

between the young people and what is happening on the COP site, but also be-

tween those who are committed to noticing intersectional injustice, including

most of the young people, and those – including the delegates, but also the en-

vironmental lobbyists – who do not talk about this dimension.The topic is still

mainly taboo – at the university, too. When someone like my colleague then

begins a seminar by offering to discuss our position in society, most people

remain silent. They look out of the window. Even the ones whose research fo-
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cuses on people in precarious positions and on critiques of capitalism are not

sure how to deal with such a situation.

Perhaps – that is my suspicion – this is rooted in the fear that we will sud-

denly have to step forward as private individuals and offer help to others, or

that roleswill getmixedup. Or thatwewill have to take responsibility for struc-

tural injustice and blame for the suffering around us.

But what is it really about? In themovement,many people say, “Yes, but we

are all fighting to protect the environment and the climate. Everything else has

nothing to do with that; in best case, it’s private. We all have our worries and

problems, let’s focus on themost important thing.” But that creates a problem.

We cannot look past the structural, socially produced premises of these con-

crete life circumstances; the structures exist and are part of them. And these

circumstances, as well as the poverty or fear which result from them, are con-

nected with class origins, with the perception of skin colour, with questions of

gender, with exclusion mechanisms in the existing, purely formal concept of

democracy. And these are what make the privileged position of the upper and

middle classes possible, locally and globally. Ignoring them is not an option,

I say to myself. Because the left-wing and green government is not building

any affordable housing, those who own houses and flats are becoming richer

so much more quickly at the expense of those who have to pay rent. Because

politicians are not ensuring, institutionally and through changes in teaching

methods, that workers’ children can study, white middle-class people have an

advantage. And so on. Poverty and precarious situations might seem to be a

private issue, but they are structurally necessary elements of amajority society

which takes advantage of the status quo, the researchers around us show. And

this only reflects, according to Nancy Fraser (2022), precisely what defines the

basis of the climate crisis: that the modern economic system has always been

built on this form of domination, on the exploitation of the precarious situa-

tion of the working class, of unpaid reproductive work carried out by women;

on the exploitation of nature; and on the exploitation of the Global South.This

is not collateral damage – according to this theory – but the conditions which

make it possible for some people to be well off while others aren’t.

At the colloquium, when I talk about the trip to Glasgow and the move-

ment, this becomesclear tome:howeasy it is to ignore thisdeeperunderstand-

ing of encounters as free and equal people. Everyone quickly agrees with the

demand for democratisation – but really reshaping relationships in concrete

terms within structures is anothermatter. If this is to change, we have to start

from within, in our own surroundings, at work or in activism, I conclude at
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thismeeting as a kind of research result.We need new centres for sustainable,

substantial democracy, everywhere, in universities, movements, and cities.

In this sense, I do not understand the “Theory of Change” which claims

that only a small upper class of oil barons and financial sharks are responsi-

ble for the climate crisis and that protests should be addressed to them – the

“1 %” – even if it is true that they are responsible for a particularly large propor-

tionof emissions and structures. It is also themiddle class, andparticularly the

uppermiddle class,whichmaintains theoften subtle structureswhichbothde-

stroy nature and build upprivileges at the expense of poorer classes.That could

bewhy“solving” the climate crisis is suchacomplicatedundertaking.Twosteps

seem to build on each other: so that the upper ten or three percent of the popu-

lation can be addressed as those who produce themost emissions, have power

over the fossil society and prevent structural changes that would create amore

sustainable society (throughmedia, corporations, lobbying etc.), the fifty per-

cent of people who belong to the middle class and upper middle class would

first have to admit that their own relatively wealthy situation is based on the

fact that the rest, the other half, are “kept down”, dominated.

But this is exactly what is not happening. And for this to be covered up and

suppressed, aspects such as our own subject positionswithin society have to be

taboo at universities. “We are all equal, after all.”But that is not true; somehave

advantages at the expense of others; and there shouldn’t be (political, economic

and societal) structures which create different classes after all, if we want to

live as equals, in democratic relations, one could argue. This is not just about

classism: thatmiddle and uppermiddle class people speak and act inways that

exclude working class people from movements, for instance (Bourdieu 2010).

It is about the economic structures which produce classes – and the interde-

pendent sustainability crises (Fraser 2022). And in grassrootsmovements, this

whole topic becomes especially striking. In a certain sense, they break through

this taboo. In them, people can meet on an equal footing, because everyone

can admit and deal with the fact that the democratic structure of “meeting

each other as equals” is not yet a given. (In this sense, the demand for basic

income and basic services – see appendix – aims not only to counter injustice

in terms of gender and class, but also to enable more people to become active

in movements and political, democratic work without being chosen and paid

by organisations.)
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What distinguishes transformative grassroots movements –
a new theory (on social logic, organisation, and communication)

With this perspective in mind, we can revise the existing theories about what

distinguishes grassroots movements, movements that have changed history

and which are the only means known to us of potentially changing history in a

democratic direction; from liberationmovements to the civil rightsmovement

around Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King, from the suffragettes to Black

Lives Matter, as well as the newer climate justice movements.

The core, I propose, can be described as a threefold process of democrati-

sation.

The first level is that of “inner social logic”: contrary to the theory of

Chenoweth (2021), Sharp (1973) and Engler and Engler (2017), it is not only

about combining three aspects such as “direct action”, mobilising a politi-

cally participatory mass movement, and nonviolent resistance, although this

analysis is already fascinating.

This is about the fundamental question of how and to what extent these

movements internally allow and encourage grassroots democracy. In this con-

text, democracy means more than consensus orientation and a lack of hierar-

chical structures; it means real encounters on an equal footing, radical inclu-

sion and affirmation; seeing through micro-transactions of domination and

establishing relations beyond them. This is their secret centre and in a way

the core of their strength. It has probably also been underplayed in research

because researchers often don’t really have an insight into the everyday demo-

cratic challengeswhich are connectedwith the building ofmovements.Thekey

strength of democratisation means, more specifically, that FFF and XR were

successful preciselywhen they acted as grassroots democraticmovements and

gave the public the opportunity to join them as equals – so that every child, in

every village, had the sense of being able to contribute and “own” the move-

ment, not being disturbed byNGOsworking behind the scenes and preferring

some “chosen” young people.

The second level is that of organisation. The general level of the “will to

democracy” is reflected on this second level: how are the movements struc-

tured and organised internally? Decentrally, like Extinction Rebellion, with

holacratic elements through which roles and mandates are distributed? Or

through other non-hierarchical models which distribute power and at the

same time regulate how responsibility can be taken on? Because this is the

challenge: howdowe ensure that particularwork processes can be approached
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in a structured way?Without every task either being doubled up or forgotten?

If there are no bosses to hand out tasks, supervise them and coordinate them,

how can this lead to anything but improvised chaos? More and more organ-

isations turn, at this time, to the model with roles and mandates (Robertson

2016): by defining roleswith particularmandates (role: “responsibility for press

contact”; mandate: “can write their own texts”), work processes are organised

transparently for all, without this being tied to bosses or to particular people

at all. Roles can be switched; someone can take on two different roles and so

on, as long as this is communicated openly.

But something seems to be missing from these models and from the or-

ganisational theories behind them: namely the idea of a shared “place of ex-

change”, like theMynttorget or the chats, which exist beyond specific achieve-

ments, mandates, or roles, and enables something like the spread of informa-

tion and a playful way to meet one another as equals. All models of holacracy

do assume that central meetings will take place, but these only serve to decide

and redefine roles andmandates,meaning that they are purelyworkmeetings.

A shared democratic “playground” is something different. If it is missing, it is

difficult for people to take care of each other, because there is no concrete un-

derstanding of the challenges.

In many widespread theories of organisation (including those discussing

parties, trade unions, and corporations), there is often a lack of understanding

for these deeper processes of intersectional democratisation, which are em-

phasised by authors such as Garza (2020) and Spade (2021).

Thefinal, third level onwhich theprocess ofdemocratisation canemergeas

the core of grassroots movements is that of communication: leading and con-

ducting meetings, creating a “code of conduct”, and structuring consensus-

orientated decision processes. What still tends to be ignored in that context

seems to be the aspect of democratic leadership (see the chapter about educa-

tion). It is about the fact that creatingdemocratic spaces is activework, leading

to radical inclusion;making everyone’s dignity visible. It doesnot justmean re-

membering principles, but actual leadership, encouraging people, freeing up

resourceswhichwillmean that space and time canbe allocated fairly, and stop-

ping domination; distributing power, especially as the ones who possess the

most informal power, as well as resources of all sorts, including cultural and

economic capital. As a small example, the older ones can show that different

approaches to the world’s problems are possible (see the chapter on education

for a detailed description of democratic leadership).

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Chapter 7: The Idea of Social Movements and the Journey to Glasgow 281

To summarise, the hypothesis is as follows: if all these three levels of

democratisation are combined, that of social logic (non-instrumental rela-

tionships beyond domination), organisation (creating shared spaces), and

communication (democratic leadership), then a quite unique energy can un-

fold and change the world. This is to some extent what happened when XR

and FFF emerged in autumn 2018, and since then it has been the daily task

for those who work in them or in similar grassroots movements. Substantial

democracy should be created, internally and externally. That provides the

compass,motivation, and strength.

Fear and (informal) power

So it is not enough just to point out what is wrong about informal or structural

relations of domination. That is only the beginning of the process of getting

out of them and bringing about democratisation. And that is where an insidi-

ous sociopsychological mechanism comes in.The same goes for a family dom-

inated by a “good” “Pater familias”, and for an economy which structured by

“caring” capitalists who “create” jobs, as well as for “caring” NGO workers who

prevent democracy in grassroots movements by forming elites and exercising

power themselves (evenby establishing a “tyrannyof the good” so that everyone

has to think alike).

For those who are closest to the people with more power, it is often about

important personal relationships based on trust. In that context, to suddenly

say, “That is a form of well-meaning, but still subtly violent domination; please

leave the organisation to all of us as equal members,” is difficult, often almost

impossible. And for those who are furthest away from the people in informal

power positions, there is the threat of being stigmatised: suddenly you are crit-

icising awhole system if you demand non-instrumental relationships, and the

building of a broad bottom-up, substantial democratic learning community.

For that reason, in my research, it seems particularly important that there

should be explicit democratic leadership in all groups (and centres of knowl-

edge where everyone can explore the principles of seeing through domination

and create humane relations,making the dignity of everyone visible), whether

in the family, at school and university, in society as a whole or in social move-

ments.
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Can we delegate climate activism?

The definition of these democratic grassroots movements then becomes

clearer somewhat later in comparison with the other groups emerging, par-

ticularly in Europe, and gluing themselves to the streets. They all belong to a

loosely connected network called A22.What many people simply see as a new

kind of climate activism, a kind of continuation or complement to XR and

FFF, turns out to be something quite different from the standpoint outlined

here. It does not connect the two components which are so crucial for historic

change: broad people’s movements which are democratically organised and

accessible to all, and disruption.

That is ignored by the media debate – and also by many debates in the

movements themselves. Criticism is quickly focused on the form of protest

action – people gluing themselves to the ground (even if I have difficulty

understand how methods which exclude most people from engaging, disturb

the working class, and potentially lead to violence should be effective). But the

problem,measured against the yardstick of democratisation, seems also to be

one of internal organisation. These are small groups, often – not always – or-

ganised “top down”. The theorists and practitioners around the A22 network

(“Just Stop Oil”, “Last Generation”, and so on), partly financed by the Climate

Emergency Fund, have quite a different understanding of movements. Some

of them have left the XR and “For Future” movements because they don’t

believe that the difficult work of democratic grassroots processes is effective.

Crucially, they are also distinguished by the fact that large sums are being

invested in recruiting and paying individual activists (Milman 2022). I keep on

thinking: if they would only support the grassroots movements, their actions

would have more benefits. Because their cause and the knowledge behind it is

the same as in the grassrootsmovements.They do put the crisis on the agenda;

and with great urgency. In that sense, they deserve solidarity. But how are

we going to change the political approach in our societies just through small

disruptive action groups? They can make a contribution, but without popular

massmovements such as FFF, XR and Scientists For Future, the project seems

hopeless; and lacking the focus on substantial democratisation which can be

the core of the movements and the politics they fight for.

Conversely, there are also those who want to go in the opposite direction;

just as problematic, it seems to me. For example, when Sven Hillekamp (2023)

declares before a For Future general meeting that FFF is the opposite of A22

because the young people do not involve themselves in civil disobedience, that
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is also not true. FFF and XR were successful because they are both: they are

grassrootsmovements, and they are disruptive.The school strike was an act of

civil disobedience. If there had not been children who were required to attend

school and refused to do so, coming back toMynttorget week after week, soci-

ety would hardly have reacted. It is by acting against the law – but with legit-

imacy – that the whole movement becomes a topic of conversation and gains

force.

That is why I sometimes criticise the For Future groups of older activists

who only support the young people and do not take action themselves to show

non-cooperation with the fossil society, or at least take an “Emergency Break”

on Fridays, even if it’s just for an hour – if they are in a situation which allows

it. They are pushing the movement into the realm of harmless activity within

civil society. In London, hundreds of thousands demonstrate in these months

in front of parliament. “The Big One” is the name of the first non-disruptive

action by XR – which is entirely ignored by the media and by politicians, and

by the people behind the fossil industry and the financial system. But at the

same time, it seems that professionally organised top-down actions by a few

people do not really create social change either.

And so, the fundamental question arises: which methods and forms of ac-

tionwould befit for popularmovements,disruptive but not exclusive;methods

whichdonot reinforce existingprivileges; ensuring that thosewhoaremost af-

fected by the crises and dominated by the people in power are able to take the

lead?Are there formsofnon-cooperation, for example? It shouldbepossible for

all concernedpeople to join in these formsof action – and still put an indefinite

stop to“business asusual”.StoppingonaFridayworksasa signal: theapproach

of grassroots movements consists in ensuring that inner and outer aspects of

the movements correspond to each other. What we are fighting for, intersec-

tional, substantial democratisation of society and a sustainable life, must be

reflected in the structure of the movement and in its collective actions.

The new year begins

After the trip to Glasgow, a new time begins, for the global grassroots move-

ment, a time of mobilisation. Information meetings are organised. The UN

climate conference is coming up in Stockholm, and so are the first elections

in four years, since the beginning of the strike.
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While some members of the Swedish movement are commenting on the

election campaigns by the political parties, others are preparing for their

friends from Brazil, the Philippines, and Uganda to visit Stockholm and thus

also realise global grassroots democracy.

Newguidelines for cooperationbetweengenerations (NGOsandyouthmove-

ments) – developed at the Department of Child and Youth Studies at Stock-

holm University: Firstly, the movement must belong to the children and

youngpeople – to all of them, democratically. Secondly, power relationsmust

change, meaning that NGO workers must communicate with the movement

as a whole and not intervene in structures, splitting up groups and forming

elites, and thus making the children dependent on them in unhealthy ways.

Thirdly, children’s attentionmust always be drawn clearly to the dangers of a

situation, and theymustbegiven informationso that they canmake informed

decisions themselves. And fourthly, bringing all this together: the children’s

welfare and their ownposition as political subjectsmust always have priority;

adults have to put this first.
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and the Global Social Contract

January – August 2022: Towards a new world order

to lead us out of the crises

The war and the new world order

Then the world order changes.

A few weeks have passed since our trip to Glasgow. Christmas is over, and

the UN environment conference in Stockholm is approaching, along with the

first Swedish elections since the founding of Fridays For Future four years ago.

A group of activists climbs up the hill over Lake Mälaren. It is late winter

2022.They look around them, down at the lake which surrounds the islands of

Stockholm, and then they continue, down into the crowd which has gathered

in front of the Russian embassy. Many of them painted blue and yellow signs

the previous evening, and planned to go together to demonstrate their soli-

darity with Ukraine. Because on the 24th of February, the Russian government

launched an attack on theUkraine, crossing the borders and beginning a terri-

ble war – and now it is trying to mark out new territory, against international

law.

How does it feel for these mainly young people, I wonder, when they have

just survived the corona time and are finally allowed to leave their flats? How

can wemake a space in which they feel safe? How can we think up a transition

to a new, safe world order together with them, andmake it a reality? Because a

new geopolitical order is emerging, but so is a conflict between worldviews.

For many of them, the final year of school is nearing its end. Adult life is

beginning.Many were 15 or 16 years old at the start of the strike, and now they

are 19 or 20. New tasks are waiting, new flats, if they find them, new relation-

ships, and studies. The pandemic is no longer so oppressively palpable in Eu-
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rope; the climate crisis is all the more so. Temperatures in the Arctic are rising

to unheard-of levels. Suddenly normal temperatures are exceeded by 30 de-

grees (Harvey 2022).The news agency Reuters announces on all channels that

2021 was the year with the highest levels of CO2 emissions in human history

(Twidale/Chestney 2022). But they would have to sink by more than ten per-

cent annually, at least in Europe.They are rising because coal, oil, and gas are

still being extracted and burned. And all of this is connected, as soon becomes

clear.

That is also the big question in all the newspaper articles about the world

situation: the question of how to ensure security for everyone. Amitav Ghosh

(2022) sees colonial history as the root cause of both the climate crisis and the

war. In activist circles, too, connections are discovered between the two crises.

The war appears to be about nationalism, authoritarian patriarchal attitudes,

and the logic of energy production – but specifically also about fossil fuels and

thus the causes of the climate crisis (Milman 2022). It is also, I think to myself

based on my research, about the violation of spaces of integrity and of rela-

tionshipswhich create real freedom; it is about clinging to a dominant, violent

ideology.

In this sense, a different struggle suddenly emerges: the struggle over

worldviews and philosophies which stick to what is dominant – and those

which would make sustainability and democracy possible. In front of the

Russian embassy, memories surface of the security conference in Munich in

winter 2018–19, when Chancellor Angela Merkel commented on Fridays For

Future for the first time. In the improvised “Q and A” section, she seemed to

claim that Russian trolls were involved in the rise of the youthmovement, and

in a context in which she also praised the Nord Stream pipeline to Russia,

the German car industry and borderless trade in general as a peacekeeping

measure. And now we can read in the newspapers: holding on to the fossil

society which drives climate change has not only made somany countries and

their governments dependent on Russia, but is now also financing the war.

The Russian gas and oil oligarchs and the regime are revealed to be closely

associated with European states. An almost unimaginable estimated 80 per-

cent of the Russian trade in raw materials takes place through Swiss banks

(Parlament 2022). Material is transformed into wealth that has no physical lo-

cation – an enormously lucrative business. Switzerland will then also initially

reject the EU sanctions against Russia, and will only later react to protests by

the international community (Pfaff 2022).
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What Scientists For Future have been pointing out for years: this de-

pendence also highlights the hesitancy of European countries to develop

renewable energy, especially solar and wind power, with the necessary elec-

tricity grid.Wind and sun are free, they don’t obey territorial borders and they

can also be turned into energy and shared wealth on a small scale, decentrally,

whichmeans that they don’t fit into the thinking, theworldview or the political

and economic order which has tied together the governments of Europe and

Russia in a joint project: that of corporations which transform nature into

burnable commodities, through which individuals become rich in a peculiar

mixture of maintaining territorial national borders, including the marking

out of property, and the borderless movement of goods and money between

Moscow,Zurich and London.And now, the poorest andmost vulnerable across

the world are paying the price for the fact that many have held onto the trade

in fossil fuels and cooperated with those who do not obey international law.

Solidarity

Now, in these February days, it seems almost cynical to spend time analysing

energy policies.The priority should be the people in the cities which have been

bombed, and the people who are fleeing; and also our own dismay and fear.

Combined with the climate crisis, the war is soon affecting the whole world.

The horn of Africa is suffering from the most terrible famines (Unicef 2022).

The shared fabric of integrity is literally falling apart.How can it bewoven back

together, is then the question, when these problems are discussed as a whole.

Only a few days later, on a Wednesday evening, the climate activists

stand in Sergels torg, the main square in Stockholm, and take part in the

solidarity demonstration.Those who have fled describe the horrific crimes of

the war. They are real people with names, speaking to the crowd as the whole

environmental movement stands in the square in front of the “Kulturhuset”,

the huge cultural centre which forms something like the central point in the

city. The Ukrainian ambassador nods at the young people, joins them and

thanks them for being there. What a good thing they have the movement and

are in contact with each other, I think tomyself. And: how canwe comfort each

other? How can we talk about this war? How can we even think about security

and safety and communicate those ideas?
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Ideas about a new order

During these days, researchers such as Julia Steinberger,withwhom the young

people are cooperating, open up a new perspective on a possible more secure

order. They point out that there are actually enough resources for everyone

(Millward-Hopkins et al. 2020, Hickel et al. 2022). Looking at the world from

a distance, at the situation now and in thirty years – if we do react to the cli-

mate crisis – they see that it is possible to organise our shared life in such a

way that everyone has enough to live a good life,without breaking the limits of

the planet with an enormous “throughput”, wearing out materials and using

up energy. It just doesn’t work – they show – with the way in which clothes,

food and so on are currently produced, or with how their production and dis-

tribution are organised in economic and political terms. Geopolitics must be

conceptualised together with a new economy, they say.

This groundbreaking research seems like good news. The wrong idea of

global coexistence has been institutionalised, and that idea is coming to an

end – or else we have to ensure that it does, I think to myself, as the activists,

young and old, climb the snowy hill and look out at the city and into their fu-

ture.

Why, for example, does the UN just sit by while one of the members of the

Security Council is so clearly contravening Articles 1 and 2 of the Charter, gov-

erning the protection of territorial integrity? Why does the global community

not react in such a way as to ensure peace, and what could that reaction look

like? How could all of this relate to a new concept of security or “stewardship”,

which would include respect for autonomy as well as keeping nature intact,

and distributing “resources” as something shared, as part of the commons (see

Dixson-Declève et al. 2022)?

And why do no politicians go ahead and begin to create new global rules,

as was at least attempted after the Second World War, with the Declaration

of Human Rights and the UN Charter? It would be possible for politicians to

discuss the war and the energy crisis, but only if this new global framework,

which is political and democratic in the broadest sense, is debated at the same

time. Instead,many seem to be cobbling together quick solutions for how new

gas, new coal, and new oil can be extracted if Russian fuels are soon no longer

available.

How can we make it possible to shape the world on the basis of transna-

tional justice, and at the same time respond to the environmental crises?
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At exactly this moment, the world is looking to Sweden when it comes to

the environment.Fifty years after thefirst international environmental confer-

ence of all, opened byOlof Palme, the anniversary conference Stockholm+50 is

comingup. Manypeople arewonderinghow the idea of anewpost-fossilworld

order can be advanced in concrete terms.What should really happenwhen the

governments of all countries meet? How might we be able to present a new

global social contract? In the coming weeks, we all learn a lot: about ways in

which the UN might be reformed, but also about ways of building a radically

new, global community.

The Fossil Fuel Treaty group and the social contract

EveryThursday evening, before theweekly Friday strike, the older adults in the

People For Future groupmeet up online. Some of thembelong to Scientists For

Future, others to Parents For Future, and others to Artists For Future, while

others don’t belong to any particular subgroup.

Many of them work closely with the “Fossil Fuel Treaty” group, the group

I stumbled on back in Madrid during the COP conference, which is guided by

themodel of the nuclear disarmament treaty. It is a teamof researchers,politi-

cians and activists who want to establish an international treaty for a just end

to the fossil society (www.fossilfueltreaty.org).Would that be a solution for the

new global security policy?

Wehave to expand theParisAgreement, theyargue,because it saysnothing

about the background of the crisis, the burning of oil, gas, and coal. Many of

them want to come to the conference in Stockholm.The goal: cities and coun-

tries should join the new treaty. This treaty should first of all bring about an

immediate moratorium on all new fossil infrastructure. There can be no new

oil drilling, no new pipelines – and no financing of such projects.The next fo-

cus is the dramatic annual downscaling of fossil infrastructure, including the

expansion of renewable structures worldwide (with the UNEP ProductionGap

Report as a guide). And these two points should, thirdly, be connected with a

fair global transformation (from finance to a new economic order between the

Global SouthandNorth), throughwhichworkers in the fossil sector shouldalso

be helped (see Appendix).

A great deal has happened since Madrid, when I sat in a dark theatre

with about twenty researchers and activists. I kept in touch with the people

involved, and my own research often overlapped with their work. Many city
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governments have officially joined the call for a treaty: Barcelona, Vancou-

ver, Paris. And more than one hundred Nobel Prize winners have joined, too

(Garric 2022).

Many of the youngpeople are campaigning for a new social contractworld-

wide, togetherwithBrennaTwoBears and other representatives of indigenous

populations. Loukina from Switzerland – part of the steering committee – is

pushing the developments forward in Swiss cities, together with a small

group. So, in next to no time, a very active international organisation has

emerged under the direction of Tzeporah Berman fromCanada – with a com-

munications team, research, and representatives in all continents, including

specialists in questions of global justice.

Many are working specifically on the “Marshall Plan” policy which would

be necessary: from policies in all sectors (such as establishing local renewable

energy systems owned by communities themselves), to proposals for systemic

change, including global, unconditional basic services, a circular economy,

debt forgiveness for MAPA regions, or a basic income (Hällström 2021). Envi-

ronmental organisations across theworld, such as Friends of the Earth and the

For Future groups, adopt the idea of a Treaty Initiative and form local groups.

Soon, behind the scenes, diplomatic paths lead to more city governments

being convinced, as well as countries such as Vanuatu. They publicly demand

a treaty and join the project for a new global order. And now the project might

reach a bigger breakthrough in Stockholm.

But at the meetings, one challenge keeps on being discussed. It is not

enough if individual cities and countries are won over to this new order be-

yond the fossil society. Why should the governments of oil states suddenly

cooperate and transform their economies?That is hardly likely to happen, I ar-

gue, unless we simultaneously create global pressure andworldwide solidarity

from the streets.

So a plan is formed. We need a dual approach: the grassroots movements

shouldbeexpandedworldwide,with thehelpofFFF,XRandPeopleFF.Theycan

create pressure for this new order, partly through civil disobedience, and they

can push for system change, while the Treaty group works with civil society

and fromwithin at a political level to organise binding legal changes.The idea

behindboth approaches:wehave tomake this notionof a sharedhumanity and

a shared humane attitude visible in the first place – a humanity which lives on

one planet and actually has enough resources, if we organise them carefully

and justly, and are fair in our dealings with each other.
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Sometimes during these weeks, I think about the website on which – in

the year before the school strike – I naively outlined and called for a confer-

ence, somewhat different from the Treaty group. Because the global commu-

nity could put an end to the worst fears in one day. It could agree what quan-

tity of coal, oil, and gas should be extracted where (and what should be left

in the ground), so that we can be sure that we have control of the quantity

which will not lead to more than 1.5 degrees of global warming. Then, prac-

tically overnight, the main danger would be averted. That would be possible.

Such a decision can be imagined. But we don’t have the organised global com-

munity, the order that would be necessary to make such a decision. Not yet.

A new scenario – the four secret rooms

While we older ones work on this plan, a year of strike preparations and

marches begins for the young people. Strike activists across the world have

agreed on the 25th of March as the next global day.This will be followed by the

strike on the 3rd of June during the UN environmental conference. And the

Friday directly before the national elections on the 9th of September is also

planned in for the Swedish activists.

That is how the plan looks for the climate activists. In addition, as the “Au-

rora” association, they want to prosecute the state for doing too little against

the crisis, and for not behaving fairly in a global context. And similar things

are happening across the world, in all local FFF groups, in metropolises and

tiny villages. In the regions most affected by the climate crisis, other protest

forms are often sought and preferred, because strikes are often too dangerous.

Fromthere,manyof the youngpeoplemake theirway to the conference, to visit

the Stockholmers whom they know sowell from the chats, andwho have spent

months preparing for the days in June.

What ought to happen during the three-day conference? We need a sce-

nario for what ought to happen within and outside the trade fair site in the

south of Stockholm. I set out to write a scene that aims to make the problem

clear.Couldn’t the cultural institutions of the city focus on this – onwhat ought

to come out of such a global, new social contract – and present the results dur-

ing the conference, also as a reaction to the war? An email with my scenario

soon lands in many inboxes.The Royal Dramatic Theatre reacts with interest.

It is located in the centre of Stockholm, almost within eyeshot of Mynttorget.

In a conversation with two interested dramaturgs and directors, we decide to
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form a group of theatre people who will take up these questions and develop

projects.Weneed anewstory,without drifting into propagandaor instrumen-

talising art.

For the meeting, I have sketched out the following basic scene: passers-

by go past four rooms and hear conversations and debates arising around this

new social contract. In the first room, a transformation plan including CO2

budgets is being formed, and reductions in emissions are being broken down,

across the system and in all sectors; in the second, the stopping of the fossil

industry and the regeneration of forests and soil beyond the production of an-

imal protein is being determined, inspired by what the Treaty group has been

working on every day; in the third, the discussion is about providing for ev-

eryone’s basic needs and organising fair sources of funding, so that everyone

across the world has enough resources and infrastructure for a dignified life

beyond poverty and hunger, including cooperation on financing a renewable

energy system (Jacobson 2019; Teske 2019).

But the most important room is the fourth one, to which the people in the

other rooms are constantly hurrying.There, the questions of global justice are

discussed, questions of an intersectional analysis of structures of domination,

the deepening of democratic processes, and the legal restructuring of our cur-

rent order, including that of the UN: how the charter could be reshaped and

peace could be secured; how reparations and debt forgiveness could be organ-

ised, aswell as a fair reorganisation of the flowof resources between theGlobal

North and South; how to distribute the CO2 budget fairly, as well as help for

workers in the fossil sector; in short, how the crisis plan should look which

will make our global society sustainably and democratically fair. The fictional

passers-by listen, are drawn into the debates and set out the conditions which

should characterise this new social contract.

And that is really what the members of the Fossil Fuel Treaty Group are

aiming for. Soon, a first group of countries is to make a start and establish a

prototype for this new cooperative world order. This is about a kind of global

democracy which will extend the model of compromise between national and

often nationalist governments – as well as circumventing and replacing that

model.
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What about the UN Security Council?

At this moment, a new group turns up which says: aren’t there already instru-

ments to shape global politics in this way? This is all taking far too long. Don’t

we already have the Charter, the General Assembly, and the Security Council

of the UN? Why should we now suddenly develop a completely new form of

international cooperation for safety and security?

During theseweeks, someScientists For Future get in touchwhohave been

researching this question in the context of Security Studies. They organise a

meeting at the Marc Bloch Centre, an institute for social studies and the hu-

manities at the Humboldt University, with the title, “The Climatization of In-

ternational Peace and Security”. How can we approach the climate crisis, the

war and security for young people together, through a reform of the UN?This

question is raised, among others, by the researchers Judith Hardt, Anne Di-

enelt, and Adrien Estève.They are also in contact with Louis Kotzé (2022), who

has a published key research on this question, as well as with researchers and

decision makers in all the countries represented in the Security Council. But

does it even make sense to hope for a solution to this question from the very

top of the UN, or to work on such a solution? Which texts and which parts of

the law would have to change, and how?

Apparently in the context of the work of the Security Council there is a

“draft”, a sketch of a redefinition of what should be understood as security, the

researchers report, so that the climate crisis is better integrated (this is also a

subject of research for the Secretary-General’s High-Level Advisory Board on

Effective Multilateralism). However: the Security Council is not a democratic

reflection of the world population. And this sketch seems to be full of holes.

The causes of the crises, for example, are entirely ignored. There is no men-

tion of climate justice, and only the effects of the crises, such asmigration, are

discussed. The rights of future generations and of young people are deliber-

ately not mentioned. The focus is almost entirely one-sidedly on the security

of states, and barely on the security of people or nature beyond state organi-

sations, at most when populations are threatened by regimes so that human-

itarian interventions might be necessary. The concept of security itself is un-

derstood in a truncated, military and “masculine” way, according to some, so

that the existential dimension of help with poverty, drought, floods, and social

conflicts is missing (see Hardt et al. 2023).

At least the researchers also say: while there may not be any legal frame-

work within the UN to create security in relation to the climate and biodiver-
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sity, there certainly would be potential for this, through resolutions, for in-

stance; through changes to the Charter, or through the invention of new in-

stitutions such as a new court to supervise the implementation of the Paris

Agreement – for which the Paris Agreementwould have to be expanded.There

is no legal basis per se which would place limits on this; there is only a lack of

political will to think beyond conflicts between nation states.

A reform of the security council’s decision process is also not in sight, but

it is possible. It could prioritise protecting people and nature, not only states,

perhaps through the softening of the veto power and amore democratic repre-

sentation of the populations of all countries. It is also unlikely that the General

Assembly will be equipped with more rights, according to the prognosis; af-

ter all, it consists of governments which are often nationalistically motivated,

and which often precisely do not see themselves as the joint representation of

onewhole human race. And evenmore dangerously: behind all these processes

loom think-tanks and private economic actors whichwant to present the envi-

ronmental crises as if they could be solvedbyprivatemilitarymeans,according

to Adrien Estève.These problems are also reflected in the other UN organisa-

tionswhich are directly responsible for dealingwith the climate crises, includ-

ing the UNFCCC, the framework for the COPmeetings where the nations can-

not even agree to name fossil fuels as the problem.

That is why the Fossil Fuel Treaty Group was formed – as a kind of answer

to the failure of officially established international cooperation.Because a top-

down process from the Security Council, the UN General Assembly and the

COP meetings is not going to lead to any binding guarantees of security for

human beings or for the planet, a new social contract is needed: so that the

towns, regions, and then individual countries can try “from below” to join to-

gether gradually, with help from civil society and frommass movements. De-

spite this, the Scientists argue in Berlin, it clearly makes sense to push for the

radical democratic reform of the UN. Again and again, they argue against the

Treaty Group: why should gas and oil states ultimately join, if all of this is or-

ganised voluntarily “from below”? Isn’t the same thing happening here as with

the treaty for nuclear disarmament, meaning that those who ought to be the

first to make a move, because they own such weapons, are the ones who don’t

participate?The Treaty Group disagrees.They insist that the UN is not acting,

and thatmoral pressure needs to be built up so that oil states are seen as rogue

states. So the arguments go back and forth.

And soon it is possible to see that in June,during the environmental confer-

ence, neither the Fossil Treaty Group, nor the proposals to reshape the UNwill
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be able to take on an official role. All such applications, which spend months

going through the official channels, are rejected in the final weeks before the

conference by the representatives of the Swedish government, the host of the

conference.

Thus, the global FFF group which is preparing for the conference in the

chats only finds its position confirmed: a third way is needed, global coopera-

tion frombelow in the form of a disruptivemassmovement.What FFF andXR

havebuilt up in theprevious yearsmust be expanded further andbroadened: as

a formof organisedpeople power.And so, theyplan themarch through the city,

including a program of events on stage, anchoring this plan in the worldwide

chats – as a small step in the multiyear strategy to strengthen an uprising of

quite ordinary people from below; of schoolchildren and all concerned adults,

led by those who are most affected.

The idea of a second chamber – cosmopolitanism
and global democracy

One question remains unanswered. These approaches still adhere to a model

that ismainly based onnation stateswith their nationalist governments.What

if we need to anchor democracy in transnational thinking?

Taking their cue from this idea of bottom-up global democracy, other

activists are also searching for ways in which the basis could be changed,

which other approaches leave untouched: how citizenship and democracy can

be expanded and defined worldwide; how borders and spaces of freedom,

ownership and the stewardship of nature can be redefined on the basis of

cosmopolitanism (see www.globalassembly.org; for a philosophical debate on

cosmopolitanism, see Hooft’s (2009) discussion of classical analytical texts by

Scheffler, Rawls, Nussbaum and others).

Anelement of this is thequestionofhowdecisionprocesses canbe changed

at a global level; for example, by creating a “global assembly” of representative

but ordinary people.Some say that this couldparallel theUNGeneral Assembly

formed by heads of state, as a “second chamber”, while others say that it could

replace it. Some like the idea that the ordinary parties which compete locally,

nationally and (for example) at EU level should also come up with global poli-

cies, so that a global Green NewDeal could be established, for instance (Taylor

2021). Butmany dread the prospect of a StarWars-inspiredworld government
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whichwould trump the national and local levels – most focusmore on a grass-

roots democratic path such as that of the global assembly.

The idea of a “second chamber” becomes increasingly influential in the

movements and takes on a central role in democracy research (Pelluchon 2019):

what if we invent a second chamber which could also become part of global,

local and national parliaments? It would be composed of people chosen at

random but representatively, who would be guided by scientific climate and

justice experts and advocates for children, for nature, for non-humans and

for future generations, and would develop plans and reach decisions – which

cannot simply be ignored, as currently often seems to be the case with such

citizens’ councils (for a critical analysis, see Machin 2023). This would mean

that there would be a kind of guarantee that planetary and human limits as

well as the dignity of all people would be taken into account – a democracy

“task force” chamber, for which the grassroots movements could stand up

until it is established at all political levels. The substantially democratic idea

of the second chamber would give the demands of the climate movements for

citizens’ assemblies (Extinction Rebellion; Last Generation; Global Assembly;

Occupy; etc.) a permanent democratic form.

All of that often sounds utopian to the researchers in Security Studies,who

point out that such processes of transforming democratic infrastructure take

an incredibly long time – and even then, there is the problem that in a certain

sense these assemblies simply reflect unjust power relations, such as between

classes, rather than dismantling them.Workers’movements have pointed this

out (Bell 2020).

Geoengineering: the balloon stays on the ground

From one day to the next, this struggle for a new world order and different

worldviews, which had seemed so abstract, suddenly becomes very concrete.

Once again, the Fridays and People For Future are on a Zoom call, this time

together with representatives of many environmental organisations in Swe-

den.Researchers linked toHarvardprofessorDavidKeithwant touse the space

station inKiruna innorthernSweden,of all things, to conduct theworld’smost

important experiment in “solar geoengineering”. A balloon is to be sent high

into the sky. It could theoretically distribute sulphur particles, later, as a possi-

ble step in a gigantic experiment.The sunwould be dimmed for years – or for-

ever – and thus the temperatureonearthwouldbe reduced; aswell asdroughts
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and floods.Somescientists see suchan intervention innature asunavoidable if

emissions cannot immediately be stopped – otherwise, billions of people will

be exposed to lethal heat.

Here,differentworldviews collide, I think tomyself on theZoomcall.Could

this be thebiggestdebateof our time – whetherweshould continue to insist on

using a specific form of technology to intervene, subjugating nature and con-

centrating power in the hands of a few, or whether we should try to find our

way to a new form of cooperation between nature and technology, by deepen-

ing democracy globally?

The experiment seems to be the counter-model to democratic cooperation

between nature and technology – in a crude form which brings together eco-

nomic interests and research. Individual researchers have an interest in prof-

iting from these projects, andmany private universities often are closely asso-

ciated with the fossil industry.

The opposite philosophicalmodel would focus on a sustainable democrati-

sation of the energy sector and the economy, on fair ways to put a stop to emis-

sions, and onmaking essential resources available to everyone equally (on this,

see Dixson-Declève et al. 2022). Instead, researchers, think-tanks with eco-

nomic interests, and whole scientific academies such as the American “Na-

tional Academies of Sciences, Engineering, andMedicine” (NASEM) as well as

well-known journals, are demanding that the global community research how

to obscure the sunwith small particles for ever (Voosen 2021).Thismightmean

that we never see blue sky again.

At the meetings of the environmental movements, leading researchers

gather and exchange themost controversial arguments. After thorough inves-

tigations, some of them decide to stop this technological quick fix process.

That is why they are now all on a Zoom call, thinking about how the balloon

experiment can be prevented. Should they travel to the space station in the

forests of northern Sweden and block the way?

In some activist contexts, doubts spring up: what is really so bad about this

experiment, some people ask. It is just an experiment, after all. And if it is re-

alised, it can be used as an emergency brake when the earth is burning and

billions are dying. Isn’t it better never to see blue skies again than to make bil-

lions of people go without water?

The specialists point that a widespread use of geo-engineering, towards

which this experiment would be a first step, faces massive problems in terms

of ethics, politics, physics, and tactics (on these arguments, see Biermann

et al. 2022; Hällström in Thunberg 2022): as a technological quick-fix, geo-
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engineering would draw decision-makers’ focus away from what should be

the main priority: avoiding carbon emissions. Reliance on geoengineering

means also that our dependence on technology could never be stopped: a

sudden heat shock would follow any interruption in the artificial regulation of

climate. Geoengineering would thus make humanity’s future dependant on

technologies that would likely be controlled by a few powerful corporations.

Besides, keeping the infrastructure necessary for continuous geo-engineering

seems entirely impossible in global political terms. Finally, unpredictable

consequences of geoengineering could be negative for various parts of the

world. For example, the monsoon rains in India could suddenly change their

pattern. Who decides on which risks should be taken, by whom? The UN

Security Council?

Another problem: the acidification of the oceans and many other things

will not be affected at all by this “solution”. Whereas those could be solved by

a radical reduction in greenhouse gas emissions, by stopping the burning of

fossil fuels. “Wouldn’t that be a real solution?” an activist asks the world-fa-

mous physicist Michael Mann, who developed the hockey stick graph which

illustrates global warming and CO2 increases (CIEL 2021).

What we could instead think up and realise, I think then with my research

in the background, would be a humane technology that would be compatible

with nature, interactingwith it gently,protecting ecosystems (seeVetter 2022);

and a basic attitude which anticipates problems and acts preventatively. And

focuses on democracy, unlike the suggestions of Bill Gates (2021), David Keith,

Elon Musk, and Mark Zuckerberg, whose purely technological approaches

without real consideration for democracy shape the climate debate during

these months.Many activists are very concerned that mainstream society will

suddenly be convinced by their attitude and that the world really will drift in

the direction of geoengineering; that all of this will be normalised. (And in

these months, most of them shift entirely to open source tools, away from the

capitalist-organised tech platforms Twitter,Meta, Alphabet, etc.)

Finally, this most renowned of geoengineering projects is successfully

stopped. The process is led by a few organisations of indigenous populations

in northern Europe. Led by Åsa Larsson Blind, they write an open letter to

Harvard University – or rather, to the ethics commission which is supposed

to bemonitoring the project (Goering 2021).This startles the commission, and

the project is postponed indefinitely. The earth thus seems to be more than

just a territory to be controlled – it is a place for life.
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The five dimensions of convivialism

At the university, I brood on the previous weeks: the worldview behind “geo-

engineering”; the relationship between technology andnature; thewar and Se-

curity Studies; the crises and the scene Iwrote,whichwas supposed to propose

a new social contract.

I try to develop the perspective which still often seems to be missing, and

which only becomes apparent tome at all in conversationswith the young peo-

ple and with indigenous activists and thinkers. It is a kind of compilation of

collective knowledge,or joint research.Central to this is the idea thatwe should

think about states and geopolitics by connecting this thinking with the stud-

ies of what people regard as a “good life”; what enables them to live and be in

contact with themselves, with nature and with others, without shutting down

because of fear, poverty, hunger, or violence. The social and political spaces

which make this possible are the ones which enable substantial democracy,

along with the protection of the essentials of life beyond power relations.

With that, we end up at a different point of departure from most of the

theories of “global governance”, which argue that we have to leave aside the

sociopsychological and anthropological and ecological conditions of life, either

for reasons relating to the political “reality” or for reasons of “liberal” caution

about colonial universalisations of values.

But anyone who argues in this way is arguing from a purely formal under-

standing of democracy, and neglecting crucial aspects of the question of how

a political order can be scientifically justified at all. Can we just “elect” certain

worldviews and ideas about global cooperation, or do investigations of reality

offer us a framework tomeasure this?What is the point of a science of democ-

racy? How should we measure a successful way of living, globally? And if we

have found the framework, what form of society results from that?

I try to record thewhole picture in a kindof table.First of all, the formof so-

ciety can be called “convivialism”, based on a French research tradition (Adloff/

Leggewie 2014).On the structural level, it is characterisedby thedismantlingof

relationships of domination.This means that it can be combined with a post-

growth economy which does not force us into an exponential throughput of

material and energy, but insteadmeans treating what there is or what we cre-

ate in a caring, regenerativemanner.There should be enough resources for ev-

eryone, without the underlying ecosystem being exhausted.

Secondly, a shared project for humanity becomes visible through this (the

repairingandweavingof a commonfabric of integrity),which connectsuswith
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each other historically: with all interactions that damage us or make it possi-

ble to develop a space of integrity. We can work on this fabric: for instance,

the Global North can cancel the Global South’s unfair debts, and the economy

can be reshaped so that it is no longer based on exploitation.Thirdly, the form

of society and this fabric are thus connected with the project of helping each

other develop social and individual spaces of integrity (education,health, etc.).

Fourthly, through this, exploring and creating “connectedness” becomes cen-

tral; meaning gentle contact and democratic exchange on an equal footing,

as research in sociopsychology and neurophysiology has discovered and could

discover further (Stern 1985; Immordio-Yang 2015; see the chapter on reorgan-

ising universities). Andfifthly, this can then be described on a level which com-

bines all these aspects and aims to capture them: humanity and integrity as

a replacement for dominant relationships with the self and the world. From

there we can develop a new thinking regarding property, rights, nature, and

making democracy possible in political structures, including transnational co-

operation.

Thus, at the institute, we incorporate the question of sustainable coexis-

tence, by endeavouring to connect the smallest scale with the biggest: the way

in which we can successfully meet each other through substantial democracy,

as parents and children, or as people in educational institutions by ensuring

that we do not force people to lose contact with themselves and others, and by

fostering a “humane energy” (Fopp 2015) – and the way in which cooperation

between states or supranational democracy can be organised. Seen like this,

institutionalised political structures at a local, national, and global level would

have the task,as “formal” structures,of enabling substantial democracy,mean-

ing encounters on an equal footing, in freedom and equality.

If we look at the theories in the realm of political science, international re-

lations, or global governance, some of them claim to be descriptive (realism,

liberalism), while others offer a normative compass. This approach here does

the latter, attempting to combine intersectional approaches (queer feminism,

postsocialism, postcolonialism) with ecological perspectives (theories of sus-

tainability, posthumanismetc.) and to find commonground. Ifwe understand

what allows us to open up a space of integrity for each other and develop it

by organising our lives – using rules and resources – in such a way that this is

possible for everyone, then we have a compass which also helps to determine

how the higher levels should be arranged, such as the organisation of social

spaces and the global political order.The proposal is therefore: the compass is
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already provided by theway inwhichwe humanswork, becausewe are capable

of losing democratic contact with ourselves, of breaking it off or restoring it.

Nature as property or as “commons”

But how to make this all happen? Not in an utopian world, but here and now?

Many of the young activists are working with a proposal from the Earth4All

group which takes a similar line. They want to redefine how we treat nature

globally, and thus create security and a new global order. Nature should not

be treated primarily as private property, but as the “commons”, something we

have to look after together (Dixson-Declève et al. 2022).

The Arctic, the rainforests, the permafrost regions, all these sensitive

ecosystems which are approaching devastating tipping points so rapidly,

ought to be assigned to all of us or to no one. Anyone who “uses” them should

pay a contribution which goes into a fund. From that – some of us continue

the thought experiment – it would be possible to pay for global basic services

(living space, transport, education, health) or for a basic income (Bidadanure

2019). This would help fight poverty and hunger, according to this approach.

This is compatible with the core idea of the Treaty Group and with the cause

we are fighting for in the global movements.

Two interpretations

But when considering this proposal, it seems to me that there are two ways of

interpreting the basic idea which aims for “cooperation between all of human-

ity on one planet”.The point of departure seems to be the same in both cases.

Theclimate crisis and satisfying everyone’s basic needs shouldmove to the cen-

tre of global cooperation – and this should take place through the redefinition

of nature and how we provide resources to each other and distribute them.

The basic idea seems plausible tome: the big ecosystems should be defined

as commons,and in that sense theapproachwouldbe close to some indigenous

traditions which have long inspired many activists. But the form this takes in

political and economic terms still seems problematic. In their approach to the

commons, Dixson, Göpel, Gaffney, and Rockström take their cue from Elinor

Oström’s theories and start from the assumption that this ismainly about lim-

iting the use of shared resources.However, thismeans leaving aside the actual

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


302 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

conceptsofnature (as anythingother thana“resource”) andofproperty (in John

Locke’s tradition,as somethingwecandisposeof andabuse),aswell as the con-

cept of integrity. It is mainly about restricting exploitation and damage.

A different – partly complementary and partly competing – approach

would be to take a “holistic” and “structurally relational” view (Shiva 2020).

This would mean asking how we can prioritise the regenerative treatment of

nature, so that all people and non-humans can live a dignified life together

beyond relationships of domination: this would entail providing enough re-

sources for all. Rather than primarily starting from the limits that are to be

placed on whichever capitalist markets and forces, we would focus on the fact

that nature does not primarily belong to anyone and that it can be preserved

for everyone by everyone and treated regeneratively.That involves focusing on

our relationships with each other and with nature (and not only how nature

is separated from us and commodified), and on what a more sustainable

relationship with nature would be.

Or in terms of formal and substantial democracy: this is once again a

complementary approach to the individualistic non-relational logic of formal

democracy, as reflected externally in property lawand election procedures.The

new,relational logicof substantial democracyprioritises a caring“metabolism”

and a democratic process of exchange. All the terms we use can be adapted

to this thought: this is no longer about a capitalist market (1) in which users

of resources (2) ought to be limited by boundaries (3); it is not an appeal (4)

to collective responsibility, to “stewardship of ecosystems”, and it is not only

about sanctions for “free-riding” (5) – but instead it is about the regenerative

organisation of non-dominant exchange, a productive kind of metabolism

which allows full contact in a framework in which everyone’s needs are met.

From this point of view, forests and so on don’t belong to anyone, not even

to themselves (contrary to Wesche 2023). They are not “things” which we all

“share as resources”, but something different; they are the environment in

which we live together and which feeds us, if we don’t dominate it but instead

help to regenerate it.

Legally and politically, parts of these two models of nature as “the com-

mons” (the model of Earth4All and the one sketched here) are complementary

and can be realised immediately. However, other parts are mutually exclusive,

especially when it comes to the underlying political economy (see Appendix).

Still, both are based on a new, different view of the earth as the home of an

interconnected humanity.
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The poster, the police officer, and the UN conference

And so, early summer arrives. The Russian regime continues its war. Report

after report comes in of terrible atrocities and suffering. What do the young

people feel, I ask myself almost every day.

In Stockholm, the UN conference is drawing ever closer. Posters are de-

signed. On two or three afternoons after school and university, the young ac-

tivistswalk through the city andstick themtowalls andbus-stops,bridgepara-

pets and houses, in the most impossible places, sometimes under the noses of

the police. And the police don’t knowwhether they should intervenewhen they

see the familiar Fridays For Future faces. “You’re making sure you follow the

rules, right?” one of the police officers puts it, after some hemming and haw-

ing.They laugh andmove on,heading for the universities.These poster actions

are away for themto release the tensionof thewar and the crises, I think tomy-

self, as I try to stick a poster to the wall of the university and end up sticking

my thumb to thewall instead.But there are only a few funnymoments like this

which make the heavy atmosphere all the more noticeable.

TheUNconference in June runs its coursewithout any results at all. For the

meetings of the Treaty Group, the conference is relevant, even though many

of them take place outside the conference site. New cities soon join the global

social contract.
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Fridays For Future combined with People For Future are actually able to

mobilise people on Friday the 3rd of June.The march starts close to the grand

building of the city library.TheMAPA activists from Brazil, Argentina, Kenya,

Mexico, the Philippines and all the countries which are already affected by the

crisis walk at the front. Behind them walk the Stockholmers, thousands of

them.

A democratic global convivialism would approach and enable security and

peace in a new, transnationalmanner. Howwould it be established?

First, an “Article Zero” in the UN Charter ought to describe us as an inter-

dependentpopulationonanearthwhichwemust lookafter together,with all

the consequences thiswouldhave for a stewardship of the commons (Dixson-

Declève et al. 2022: “Earth4Aall”) and for the global rights of citizens. Secu-

rity should be redefined in all documents and realised through peaceful ap-

proaches, guaranteed through a democratically reorganised Security Council.

The General Assembly can be expanded through a “second chamber”:

throughaGlobalAssembly, agrassrootsdemocratic reflectionofpopulations,

which would also integrate care of children, non-humans and future gener-

ations, as well as scientific insights into the crises; and so would add a sub-

stantial crisis task force dimension to formal democracy, whichwould protect

people andnot just states, and legally control the implementationof theParis

Agreement. This “second chamber” (citizens’ assemblies guided by scientists,

which would pay attention to planetary limits and the needs of all, as well

as incorporating responsibility for future generations, children, and non-hu-

mans), canalsobecomepartof thestructureof localandnationalparliaments.

This would mean that an element of “shared humanity” would be integrated

into existing structures of political decisionmaking.

Secondly, cities, regions and countries can join together “from below”

without waiting for the UN, and can establish a new international social con-

tract, a treaty to dismantle fossil fuels (www.fossilfueltreaty.org), which is al-

ready inplace inhundredsof locations. Itfirstlydemandsan immediatemora-

toriumonall new fossil projects including their financing; secondly thedown-

scaling of existing infrastructure, following the Paris Agreement, and thirdly,

that this should take place on a fair basis, within and between countries, so

that all people have fundamental security during this transformation, per-

haps throughuniversal unconditional basic serviceswhichwould befinanced
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by defining critical ecosystems globally as “commons” and ensuring that they

can only be used if a fee is paid (Earth4All).

But thirdly, andmost importantly, pressure needs to be built up from be-

low, from the streets, and grassroots movements for climate justice such as

FFF,XRandPeopleFFmustbestrengthenedso that theycanusecivil disobedi-

enceandothernonviolentmeanstoenablethemasses tostandupforapeace-

ful, globally democratic society and establish a crisis plan (see Appendix). Lo-

cal and transnationaldemocratisationcanbe regardedas the coreof thesede-

mands – aswellasbeingthekeyelementof internalorganisation in themove-

ments themselves.

In March 2022, Antarctica is suddenly 40 degrees warmer than normal, com-

pletelybeyondwhatwas imaginable (Samenow/Patel2022).ThenewIPCCre-

port chronicles theglobal injustice dimension associatedwith the climate cri-

sis (IPCC 2022). The Amazon is still being deforested at record speed (Spring/

Kelly 2022). Europe andAmerica are relying on new oil and gas infrastructure

to compensate for the lack of gas from Russia. At the same time, millions of

dollars in daily payments continue to bemade to the regime in Russia for fos-

sil fuels, while the country continues towagewar onUkraine (AP 2022).

In theweeks of July, the whole of Europe suffers from enormous heat, ex-

ceeding 40 degrees.Many young people want to take part in the FFFmeeting

in Turin, but change their plans because forecasts predict 38 degrees.

In Europe, large rivers are almost drying up, including the Rhine and the

Loire. The Yangtze in China is drying up (EUSI 2022).

Research showshowemissionsand the climate crisis aremaking suchdis-

astersmore frequent andmore intense (Abnett 2023).

By the end of August 2022, a third of Pakistan is under water. Thousands

of people are killed or injured, 33million are affected (UNHCR 2022).

The forests in Portugal andCalifornia are onfire. Thousand-year-old trees

arebeingburnt to ashes.Newrecord temperatures arebeingmeasured in the

UK andmany places around the world, obliterating the old ones (Copernicus

2022). Soils are degraded; whole crops and the basis for the coming years are

being damaged, especially in theHorn of Africa. Enormous hunger is spread-

ing (WFP 2023).
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Chapter 9: Education in Times of Crisis –

Learning from Young People on the Way

to “Centres of Sustainability”

January – August 2022: How to change schools

and universities – (eco)philosophy for a sustainable

democracy

At the university – a story and a fundamental challenge

Sometimes it is time to look back and look forward. What could and should

happen in all educational spaces?

This time I do not go alone to StockholmUniversity. I present my teaching

rooms proudly to some of the activists who are about to start studying. 

All this is familiar: getting out of the underground and walking into the

windwhich tries to blow us down the endlessly long escalators. And then pass-

ing all the institutes and departments.

In these conversations with the young activists – globally, too – a new idea

gradually emerges. The university could react to the crisis to an entirely dif-

ferent extent. A huge “lever” of change becomes visible: as in Gender Studies,

whose intersectionality courses must be attended by most students in all sub-

jects in Sweden, there could be sustainability studies and a centre for sustain-

ability at every educational institution, every school anduniversity everywhere

in the world.This could quickly change all subjects, teaching methods and re-

search.We could make that happen, I suggest.

So, some of the managers of the Department of Child and Youth Studies

commission me to write a paper. It is to outline how democracy, sustainabil-

ity, care, and education are connected, and how these connections could shape

teacher training. Soon I will be switching to theMarc Bloch Centre in Berlin as
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a researcher linked to the Climate Change Centre, and Iwant to use the chance

to put all these ideas together.

And so, at ameeting, I begin to tell the story of the last four years, the story

of four or five young people who started to strike.How they built up themove-

ment, togetherwith theirpeersworldwide,whoworry somucheverydayabout

the world and their future. How they became more and more familiar with

these topics, from climate science to global theories of justice.How they them-

selves sought to workwith hundreds of scientists and organisedwebinars – to

save the forest, to influence agriculture, to reshape energy and education.

I continue the story, explaining how they introduce new young people to

this knowledge; how they share their panic over the crises, aswell as their grief.

How they invite their friends to Stockholm, includingMaria fromMexico, Eric

fromKenya, and Yusuf fromBalochistan, so that they can pass on insights into

the crises from the perspective of those who are most affected. And how all of

themwork together with us researchers almost daily and strike every week.

In particular, I emphasise the fact that the original scene of the strike in

Mynttorget, when the young people fought with their whole beings to stop

things continuing as they were, gives rise to a task for all of us. Or, as the

philosopher Levinas (1969) would probably say, a “demand” which comes from

a human face: to care about giving them a future without this deep fear, to do

everything for change, including as researchers – and that means reshaping

the universities now.

It is wrong, I claim, just to continue as we have been, or only to study these

young people froma sociological and empirical point of view.Wemust react to

them and research together with them to find out how we can respond to the

crises fairly. And from a global perspective on young people, this means that

researchers in Child and Youth Studies and Democracy Studies ought to train

their perceptions so that they see all people, including all children globally, as

equal and free, with the same dignity. That isn’t happening, even at our insti-

tutions, I think to myself.We are still clinging to a status quo which is already

destroying the livelihoods and lives of hundreds of thousands throughdrought

and floods.

And Idrawattention toa scandal: all students atmostuniversities cancom-

plete their education in all subjects (whether they study economics or law, and

whether they want to be teachers or doctors) without receiving deeper knowl-

edge about the crises and their causes, or learning the skills and values with

which they could now immediately build a really sustainable society. In ten
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years, emissions have to be reduced almost completely, in all areas, at least in

the Global North.

How can those responsible allow something like this?Why do the directors

of the Stockholm universities boast about their work at a joint sustainability

conference (“Sustainable Planet, Sustainable Health”, 1st of June 2022) when

they should actually be apologising to these young people for the fact that in

the last decades since the climate summit in Rio almost nothing has changed?

And the whole scientific community ought to be apologising along with them

for not taking the crises seriously for so long.

How can schools and universities instead take their task as democratic in-

stitutions seriously (on this, seeRaffoul 2023; Barry/McGeown2023; Barrineau

et al. 2021)? How can all disciplines redefine their content, their teaching, their

ethics, their research, and their institutional framework so that all students

and teachers are involved in a project which leads the way out of the crises?

And how can we reach a new understanding of the project of modern sci-

ence, which played its own role, together with industrialisation and the estab-

lishment of a capitalistmarket economy, in creating a reductionist,mechanis-

tic worldview and thus driving the climate crisis?

The idea – sustainability centres as the core of education

It is still late winter and cold – the ground is frozen – when I walk with the

youngpeople across the campus.Wealmost slipon the icygroundand thewind

briefly makes it seem as if we could fly away.

I think about what I myself can contribute through my research from the

last fewyears.The idea is simple:what ifwehada centre for sustainability here,

a prototype? But not one which only brings together knowledge or produces

specialist knowledge on topics such as education for sustainability, as is the

case at so many universities, or which sets goals for fewer flights and for ren-

ovating buildings on campus. (Though that is also necessary – immediately, in

fact.) This would instead be a centre to research and present the sustainable

core of education, so that all institutions canmake use of it, at every school and

university. Indeveloping it,we couldwork togetherwith researchers across the

world.They can bring in indigenous traditions of knowledge, decolonial argu-

ments for reshaping universities (Patel 2015), intersectional theories of justice,

and interdisciplinary knowledge about the climate crisis.
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We could research a new relationship to the world, with creative and prac-

tical means of teaching it and making it accessible to all disciplines. How to

interact sustainably, democratically and in a caring way.Then I wouldn’t have

to walk past institutions with the young people which seemingly have nothing

to do with each other, even though all of them ought to be connected by the

crises: political science, geography, teacher training, and so on.

The rebellion of the scientists

Globally, too, a lot is going on. More and more researchers across the world

are becoming dissatisfied in their offices and joining Scientists For Future and

Extinction Rebellion, forming Scientist Rebellion and no longer just writing

articles but going into the streets in acts of civil disobedience: in Zurich,

Copenhagen, Berlin, and many more in so many cities across the world

(Kalmus 2022). At last, I think to myself. At last, something fundamental can

happen. However: something is still wrong.

I certainly agree with the arguments of Scientist Rebellion: it is no longer

enough just to write articles and books. The situation is getting worse daily,

emissions are rising, and global injustice is increasing. The earth is burning.

Scientific climate advisory boards and task forces are – in contrastwith the sit-

uation during the corona crisis – not being listened to. It is appropriate, then,

at least for those whose living situation allows it, to go out into the streets,

take action, and participate in civil disobedience, particularly as university re-

searchers. And I think back to the last four years in Mynttorget, to our coop-

eration with researchers such as Isabelle, who works in Youth Studies, and the

strikes and street blockades.

But I still keep thinking that this is not enough. It misses what might

be the central point, because it implies, at least in some cases, that we, the

researchers, are the “good” people.What ismissing is a sense of what is wrong

within educational spaces, academia and at schools and universities them-

selves, the extent to which they, in their current “logic”, are part of the non-

sustainable society: from the curricula which ignore the crises, to the teaching

methods,which reproduce the uppermiddle class and are focused on learning

texts by heart.

We must instead look to an activism which addresses both society and

politicians with civil disobedience, I say to my colleagues, but which also

addresses internal structures and aims to change the universities themselves.
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The Friday strikes, or non-cooperation on Fridays, combine both these two

directions. They are directed both outwardly at the powerful, disturbing the

status quo, and inwardly too; a refusal to let things continue as they are among

students and teachers. If thousands took part in this refusal to cooperate,

something fundamental would change.

But what should we be fighting for in these internal protests? How should

the transformation of the institutes look; what kind of centres should be cre-

ated?What could – for example – be demanded at every school and university

in a joint citizens’ assembly, a democratically organised gathering of teachers

and students?

While I open the doors to the “stables”, the theatre,music, and dance space

of the university, all of this is going throughmymind.What would be the core

of a centre for sustainability and thus the core of transformative and regener-

ative education (Van den Berg 2021)?

The core of a centre for sustainability – “regenerative metabolism”

Isn’t there something simple which could be the priority, even if it’s not easy

to realise: understanding how we can democratically create a secure, fair,

and flourishing space for all humans and for nature, in which all of us can

have a good, dignified life? That would mean (as the previous chapters have

outlined): understanding the domination of nature and other people; seeing

through these mechanisms, structures, and relationships; dismantling them

and replacing them with knowledge about how democratic and regenerative

spaces are created, as a joint project; through mutual help and by being in

contact with each other and with nature in such a way that we strengthen one

another. In that sense, we could and should incorporate intersectional justice

and sustainability into our thinking from the very beginning when developing

such a centre: it would be a centre for sustainable democracy.

From this, however, a new basic attitude to each other would emerge

among people in educational spaces. We could see each other as vulnerable

social beings, as creative beings who live, body and soul, in problematic power

relations with each other and with nature. However, we can also enter into a

regenerative exchange.That is where all education could start; as presented in

the previous chapters. Gradually, I make contact with others who are working

on similar ideas: with the CEMUS institute in Uppsala, with the Stockholm

Resilience Centre; with the teaching department of the Doughnut Economics
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Lab; with researchers in Wuppertal, Lüneburg, and Hamburg; with the Wyss

Centre in Bern, with the new institute at Columbia University in New York,

but alsowith smaller institutes across theworld, andwith the researchers con-

nected with them – and of course with For Future groups such as the Fridays,

the Scientists, and the Teachers For Future, who organise lecture series and

annual education conferences at universities in the German-speaking region.

But most of them are focused on researching socio-ecological systems. Barely

any see themselves as centres which can influence every course of study and

the whole of school education.

Back to Glasgow – the “Faculty For A Future”

During these conversations with the activists, a memory comes back to me.

Fog blows through the narrow streets of Glasgow.Only a few weeks earlier, we

marched through the city with tens of thousands of children and adults dur-

ing the COP meeting. After the march, I went in search of a small café. Driz-

zle had set in and transformed the streets into a dark, uncanny film set. I was

to meet a certain Jordan Raine. We had contacted each other when exchang-

ing texts about reshaping the university landscape.He said something about a

faculty – a “faculty for a future”.

In the café, I am sinking into an oversized armchair when the door opens

and Jordan appears, full of energy, and takes a seat.How are these people aim-

ing to deal with the problem: that we lack the knowledge we would need to

perceive the crises as socio-ecological systemic crises; and at the same time,

we need to learn the skills to build a sustainable society in ten years, from agri-

culture and sociology to the economy?

After his doctorate in bioacoustics, I learn, Jordan worked in London as

an editor atThe Conversation, perhaps the most important online platform for

academic communication. He was increasingly frustrated by the inaction of

schools and universities worldwide regarding the climate crisis, and collected

researchers around him who felt the same. Thus, a small crew came together

to take on the project of a “faculty for a future”: Clara, Josephine, James,Wolf-

gang, and many others. They have formed a platform online (www.facultyfor

afuture.org) which everyone can take part in: a kind of grassroots movement

for researchers and also students.The focus is on all the areas we keep coming

back to: curricula, teaching methods to ensure that we are present with our

hearts,minds,andhands; a new research ethics, and the institutional, theoret-
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ical and social framework for an education which itself becomes regenerative

and transformative,making prosperous lives possible.

But howdowe set out the criteria,we ask ourselves in the café,which is full

of damp Glaswegians who have taken refuge from the rain. How can someone

decide what really contributes to sustainable education and is not just “green-

wash” drivel? Or pure ideology rather than free science? The network of the

“faculty” has established six principles, with the most far-reaching being the

decision to talk of a sustainability crisis and not just a climate crisis.

Theprinciples are: recognising thatweare facingmultiple systemic,urgent

and interdependent crises (ecological, social, economic and so on); that these

crises are caused by systems which dominate humans and nature and exploit

them; that severe damage has already been done; that communities who have

contributed the least are typically the first and the worst affected, especially in

theGlobal South; thatwe are allworse offwithout urgent action, risking bigger

catastrophes that overwhelm our capacity to adapt; and that if we take on our

shared but differing responsibilities to act, as a joint global task, then rapid

transformation is possible.

And soon the Faculty collects all the existing, relevant MOOCs (massive

open online course): public lectures accessible to everyone, incorporating sus-

tainability into all disciplines, including in pharmacology, sociology and ar-

chitecture. The question comes up: what would need to be taught in a “super

MOOC”? By popular demand from students, Barcelona is currently introduc-

ing a compulsory “Studium Generale” focusing on sustainability, which tries

to answer this question (Burgen 2022; see alsoThunberg 2022, an anthology in

which one hundred scientists present their knowledge in two or three pages,

with the aim of communicating this kind of fundamental information).

Themembers of theFaculty alsoworkwith specialistsworldwideona freely

available collection of resources on sustainable teaching, which can be found

on the website: how to teach so that students are involved, body and soul, with

hearts,handsandminds,as the researchonsustainabledevelopment says (ZDI

2022), acting as equal partners on their path of learning? And while we drink

one cup of tea after another in thewinter air of Glasgow,we begin to talk about

more existential topics, about the way in which universities keep so many of

us in uncertain situations through temporary contracts. That connects every-

thing, we say: sustainable democratisation must also apply to the institutions

themselves.
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A tour through the rooms of the prototype centre

Thememory fades, and Ifindmyself once againwith the activists in the theatre

rooms of the teacher training institute.We open costume cupboards and rum-

mage through the fabric supplies, take the musical instruments off the walls

andmove partitions around to create a stage set. I imagine a compère, a guide,

who could lead people through the university campus, or rather not through

the campus but through the fictional sustainability centre which I am sketch-

ing out – like a bizarre version of Steve Jobs and all the other tech bosses who

proudly present their newproducts and features.But this is not about the tech-

nical details of something which is basically the same across all products, but

about what makes us humans unique and democratic.

I continue to play with the thought. “Roll up, roll up,” he could call. “Come

closer! Look around you!The presentation is about to begin!” And inmy imag-

ination, he begins to lead us into one research room after another, from the

smallest neuropsychological room to the biggest room of global cooperation:

the diverse abundance of the core, the substance of democracy.

Room 1: A different understanding of animals

“Welcome to the first room!” calls the compère. “Welcome!” In the paper for the

Department of Child and Youth Studies, I argue that democracy, sustainabil-

ity, and care belong together, fromkindergarten on.Because some researchers

say that already as small children, we are democratic animals – or we can be
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when social spaces allow it (Stern 1985). But first of all: what does it mean to be

an animal? A pig. Amoose. A rat. Something some people like some species of,

while others are killed mechanically and bureaucratically by the million, and

then eaten?What is our place within this horde, and therefore in nature itself?

We are all very similar, according to the researcher Jaak Panksepp (2004),

the founder of “affective neuroscience”. He says: there are a few basic aspects

that characterise all mammals which are bigger thanmice. In his research lab,

he discovered something which he called the basic equipment of animal life:

seven “affective systems of action”. What we call “feelings” should, according

to his idea, be seen as aspects of practical exchange with the environment, as

relationship systems.They enable an exchange beyond the obvious “systems of

needs” – for example, depending on the theory: the search for food, reproduc-

tion, or temperature regulation. There is the “seeking system”, and the curi-

ous “discovery system”,which is so obvious in dogs when they go around sniff-

ing everything.Then the anger, desire, fear, and care systems. And finally, two

which have for a long time not really entered themainstream image of animals

in the Global North: the play system and the bonding/grief system. Even rats

play, says Panksepp. They giggle and bondwith each other.They establish rela-

tionships andmiss their parents when they are away, and complain when they

feel lonely.

According to this theory, thequestionofwhether animalshavea conscious-

ness is absurd. All these systems are nuances of a conscious process of relating

to the world. When we rear animals and slaughter them or imprison them by

the million, we are not only contributing to the climate crisis because of the

methane which is released and the forests which are cut down (Foer 2019).We

are treating living and feeling creatures, “earthlings”, as the young people also

call them, in a dominant way which causes terrible suffering.The various dis-

ciplines at universities, not only biology, physiology and neurology, ought to

deal with this knowledge and prioritise its practical consequences for our re-

lationship to nature, I propose.

On the contrary, many theories of consciousness miss the main point, ac-

cording to this tradition, namely that consciousness is linked to us (and ani-

mals) as embodied beings in practical, existential exchange with the environ-

ment, as meaning-making and beings which connect with others. That is at

least the theory of philosophers such as Hubert Dreyfus, Sean Kelly, and Evan

Thompson (2010),who link their arguments toMerleau-Ponty’s gestalt theory.

From this perspective, it is absurd to think that non-biological entities such as
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computers, robots, or any form of artificial intelligence could have conscious-

ness, or experience pain or happiness, compassion or attachment.

But everything goeswrongwhenwe reduce people to this neurological, bi-

ological equipment.The next point is to ask what it is that defines us as poten-

tially democratic creatures.

Room 2: The animal which can lose contact –
the human spirit and imagination (the neuropsychological
foundation of “being connected/democratic exchange”)

I look around in the theatre spaces. So often, the students here, who are

training to work in kindergartens or as teachers, have looked at different ways

in which we can communicate with small children so that they feel safe and

free – and are taken seriously as free and equal beings.

So that we can be seen as democratic animals in evolutionary history,

we need the Pankseppian “infrastructure”. This is what allows us to lead a

life which is oriented towards relationships with the world. But that is not

enough. Relationships can also be undemocratic. Rather than being on an

equal footing, we can dominate others or be subjugated. What happens in

a democratic encounter, when we meet each other as equal and free people;

including in social movements or in educational spaces?

“Let us visit the world of David Bäckström in northern Sweden, and that

of the American researcher Mary Immordino-Yang, and of Daniel Stern, who

filmed the interactions of small children throughout his life,” the compère

could now call out. Let us look at their theories about what happens in a

democratic encounter.

A small child drops a ball on the floor. That creates a particular rhythm.

“Boing, boing!” Pause. “Boing!” An adult can repeat this, bouncing the ball and

copying the rhythm. And the rhythm can be repeated again, but this time the

last bounce can be delayed. And in a funny way, this can create playful contact.

This often works even with children who are only a fewmonths old and cannot

yet speak.

Stern (1985) discovered various “channels” of such non-linguistic commu-

nication: rhythm is one of them, but there are also patterns of intensity, and

shapes. We can throw the ball with the same force and intensity – or more

softly, or harder.This “language” is located at a “transmodal” level, transcend-

ing the individual senses such as hearing, sight, and touch, connecting them
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together, according to Bäckström (2022), and making them translatable into

each other. The result is a “gestalt”: a meaningful “whole” which is more than

the sum of its parts, manifesting itself in front of a background (Merleau-

Ponty 1974).This is the fundamental way in which we perceive and experience

as embodied beings, searching for and creating meaning in terms of meeting

the world. If we hear that the sound of a train is getting quieter, we immedi-

ately connect this with a visible train which becomes smaller as it travels away

from us. Patterns of intensity agree with each other – a “synaesthetic attune-

ment” emerges.The getting smaller and the getting quieter match each other.

And this, according to Bäckström, defines the core of the mysterious ability

known as imagination.His research shows that most people, in commonwith

other primates, have a well-developed infrastructure for this “synaesthesia”.

But in comparison with other primates, and also with dolphins, for example,

it is often particularly pronounced in humans.

Bäckström (2022) attributes our ability to be conscious of ourselves, to

be very aware of our contact with ourselves and with others, to this same

structure. It is as if we can “meet” ourselves so well because our individual

senses canmeet each other well. And – I would say, going beyond Bäckström’s

analysis – our senses can also “disintegrate”, becoming disconnected from

each other. An example for this disintegration is the split between the visual

form of letters, for example an “A”, and its auditive qualities. Probably no one

would say that the form is in “synesthetic attunement” with the sound.

What matters most here is not our ability to perceive patterns of rhythm,

for example, but to integrate the experience of differentmodalities (seeing, lis-

tening etc.). In some sense, the perception of an integrated gestalt is much

more than just noticing a pattern: it is “meeting” (as we meet someone when

we explicitly say that we affirm the other as a whole person, beyond all good or

bad actions).

In this perspective, losing contact or creating it with ourselves and others

can be described in terms of becoming present as a whole person by integrat-

ing themodalities, the different parts of the brain, and the different embodied

parts of the lived body (in detail: Fopp 2016). Someone says something which

scares us (or we encounter violence), and we begin to look away, without quite

realising it; our ears become closed.We become tense, diffuse – and lose con-

tact, perhaps as a defence mechanism (Broberg et al. 2006). With the tradi-

tion which explores the emergence of “authoritarian characters” (Winnicott,

Adorno) this ability to be integrated or not could be seen as relevant for the

possibility of creating democratic encounters, or encounters shaped by dom-
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ination. The main point here is not so much one of – individually different –

infrastructure,but instead relates to thequestionofhowwemight create social

spaces inwhich no one is forced to lose contact. In this sense, here we could al-

ready jump forward to room 8 and look at the societal transformations needed

for everyone to live a life in dignity.

Room 3: The democratic animal – forming bonds
(the socio-psychological foundation of “being connected”)

At our institute, we also use the books of Dion Sommer (2012), who describes

something similar. He says: all of this can happen through a “look” of recogni-

tionbetweenparents andchild,or betweenkindergarten teachers andchildren

(Stern 1985). A “look” of affirmation (as a metaphor for an attitude and a way

of behaving) opens a space in which people can feel free and secure. It can also

consist in the sound of a voice.Thepoint is notwhich senses it depends on, and

in fact no one can be forced into eye contact. Such a “look” has the same struc-

ture as the affective, synaesthetic “attunement”which takes placewhen the ball

is bounced or a spoon is hit, and it is basically democratic, one could say. It es-

tablishes a relationship on an equal footing, beyond domination. It expresses,

asmany philosophers sinceHegel have said, freedomand love simultaneously:

it sets free, but in a caring way.With my gaze, which aims to dismantle dom-

ination and accept the other, I see that you see me with the same gaze, and

that we see each other like this; which is not only, to use the philosophical ter-

minology (Schmid 2013; O’Madagain/Thomasello 2021), a shared but a reflex-

ive intentionality, or what Kierkegaard and Hegel call “spirit” (Hegel 1986); it

is therefore not only consciousness. Every theory of consciousness could start

from this phenomenon of “full contact” or “spirit”, to avoid the debate about

its location “in” the mind or “outside” of it (Noe 2010, Chalmers 2010). For an

idea, thought, or emotion to become conscious can in this approach be seen as

a function of interfering with or repairing the social fabric of integrity (Fopp

2016;Thompson (2010) makes a similar argument).

The opposite would be an attitude towards the other which demands sub-

mission. Domination is often literally connected with making others small,

pushing them off balance, and so on; or ignoring and neglecting them (this is

why Marx uses “indifference” as the main concept in his analysis of the alien-

ated capitalist society; see Lohmann 1991). This makes them withdraw. Some-

times, withdrawing and breaking off contact also has to do with one of the
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seven “systems” mentioned above, which according to Panksepp are found in

all mammals bigger thanmice.

One of those is bonding behaviour: children, for instance, do many things

to ensure that their primary carers protect them and remain close to them

(Bowlby 2010). And if these older humans turn awaywhen intense feelings and

needs are expressed, children will stop expressing them, stop showing them,

perhaps consciously at first, but then increasingly unconsciously: their faces

might show contentment (or fear) which is not really felt. They no longer cry

when their parents go away. And with time, such “masks” solidify as patterns

ofmuscle tension andhabitswhichweno longer notice – andwhichmean that

we are no longer completely aware of our own impulses, ideas, or feelings. In

the long term, this can result in serious illnesses.

Subconsciously, we “prioritise” closeness and protection rather than real

contact, because we have to withdraw, out of fear and distress. That is why I

keep emphasising that adults in socialmovements should be aware of their po-

sition of power in relation to young people and should use it in such a way that

the youngpeople dare to say and expresswhat is important to them.Education

could be focused on this dimension of democratic care, I think tomyself in the

theatre rooms.This is also – I suspect – the basis for a sustainable approach to

the world.

Room 4: Nonviolent communication

“Youarenowentering an intermediate space,” the compère calls.Whenwe look

at ourselves as animals with our affective behavioural systems: fear, anger, de-

sire, bonding, playing, and so on, what can we conclude from this? Now we

can look at the ways in which we can behave democratically or not, including

in chats or generally in educational spaces and social movements.

We can focus on what happens when we don’t just follow our impulses to

act, but act in such a way that wemake contact – or not.We can be afraid, an-

gry,andsoon,andstill flee, freeze,ormakeothers flee,but insteadseekcontact

even in these situations – if it is appropriate and possible. Sometimes itmight

be better to run away or to tense up (see Fopp 2016). If we are at a strike in the

square in front of parliament or blocking a road, and we feel exposed knowing

that passers-by are looking at us andmight be doing so with hate, threatening

us, then it may be that we freeze and that we actually want to flee. For a long

time, hours or days after the protest action, wemight remain in this state. But
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we do it because we believe that through the protest, in the long term, a more

democratic society can emerge.

But let us look at the means with which – if circumstances allow – we can

actively make contact. It is not something (like “resonance” in Rosa 2019) that

simply kicks in based on the mechanisms of mirror neurons when we walk

into the right surroundings. Naturally, it can also happen spontaneously, but

whether we are in contact or not is also up to us and in the hands of others.

Rather than taking revenge or answering domination with domination, it is

possible to seek contact; this is what the theory of “nonviolent communication”

proposes (Rosenberg 2015). In a conflict, it is then our task to steer the focus to

concreteways of behavingwhich create discomfort; to the emotionswhich this

provokes from our own perspective; to our own fundamental needs which are

not being met; and to concrete suggestions for changing behaviour. This can

mean that people are affirmed evenwhen their behaviour is being stopped and

changed. This, too, seems to be central within intergenerational movements:

affirming other activists as people, even when their behaviour is problematic.

Room 5: Alexander Technique and improvisation
(the physiological foundation of “being connected”)

“On we go!” calls the compère. “Now it’s about putting all of this into practice

creatively!” Frederick Matthias Alexander studied the process of making con-

tact among children and developed his Alexander Technique (Alexander 2001).

It has become part of the English health system, for example (NHS 2021). It

can help to explain how patterns of muscle tension arise through physical

or psychological pressure, and how subtly these can shape our perceptions.

Alexander’s remedy is connectedwith the imagination: by imagining the space

around the neck, and then all the joints, and by remembering the orientation

of the body (that the head points upwards; that the shoulders point outwards,

and so on). For this, it is crucial to pause, to stop everyday habits and spend a

short time finding a new direction with less tension.

Many people, through a life of psychological pressure or physical strain,

have developed a false picture of the way their joints sit, especially the joint of

the neck between the ears, and thismeans that they “use” their bodies “against”

the body’s own structure, so to speak.

We are often “anaesthetised” and don’t even feel how tense we are, and this

makes us suffer, especially in an education system or a job market which does
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not leave us any time to do so. At the university, I have so many misgivings

about the courses I teach, which confront the students with more and more

material and the pressure to get the right grades.

If we practise pausing and turning in a new direction, we become increas-

ingly aware of the patterns and can let go of them. It is then no longer about

doing something, such as establishing new patterns, but about letting go of

something; finding our way into a given energy. An energy can develop in such

away thatwedon’t have to “create” it, but rather “accept it”: by accepting, for ex-

ample, that the ground is supporting us.Andwhenwe have spaces inwhichwe

can allow this – depending on the social conditions – we can simultaneously

listen to external stimuli and to impulses from within, without one of these

having to dominate the other. Precisely this is what happens in theatre impro-

visationundergooddirection: for instance,with thehelpof ideas fromMeisner

(1987) or Johnstone (1987).Meisner creates his exercises from the point of view

that good improvisation “begins from the other.” Johnstone focuses on theway

people “block” and “help” each other. In the theatre spaces, we explore a whole

range of artworks,films (byDaldry, Scorsese,Anderson,Aschan,Bergman and

so on which are about (not) meeting on “eye level” and equal footing; see Fopp

2021), music, and images, and see how they combine the visible aspects of the

fabric of integrity (materiality, viscosity, texture, colours and shapes) with the

invisible – but still very palpable – elements of the dominating social forces

and worldviews.

Or the same idea expressed in terms of pain and suffering: so many peo-

ple have no idea that the muscles in their face and neck (and whole body, be-

cause they are part of a “whole”) are tense, often in a very subtle way and per-

manently, in characteristic patterns that have become habits over the course

of their lives.This phenomenon challenges our traditionalmodern concepts of

freedom, “well-being” and so on (see Pettit 2015), because one could argue that

it is –at least in some circumstances– in itself a reaction to suffering; or a state

of suffering itself, making contact to oneself and others diffuse. And creating

this contact is in this view more a task of letting go of the tension, if that is

possible; not learning new patterns or habits, as so many popular books rec-

ommend.Thus, being humane, connectedness, the space of integrity and the

fabric or material of integrity are connected: in humane social spaces, people

don’t have to cut themselves off from the dimension of the person with its in-

violable dignity, because they can look at and undo domination; they can fill,

unharmed, their space of integrity. (The concept of „being connected“ tries in

this sense to avoid the dilemmas of the concept of authenticity which Charles
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Taylor (2018) describes as a foundational idea ofmodernity fromRousseau and

Heidegger to analytical moral philosophy.)

Room 6: Creating social spaces democratically (the social
foundation of “being connected” and meeting on equal footing)

I think back to the previous years, and especially to how different approaches

in the grassrootsmovements or among individualNGOworkers have given the

young people space to develop – or not.

“Welcome!” Once again, the compère leads us into a new room: this is

where social spaces are organised and created, including at school, in the

health system, and at work. How can we create spaces so that the democratic

exchange and contact described here are actually possible?

“There are a few rules here. Listen up!” “Firstly: all ideas are allowed inside

our heads; no censorship. It is not about obeying other people’s expectations.

Even ideas that seemcompletelyunoriginal orpolitically incorrect are valuable.

No question is too weird.Mistakes are allowed.”

“Two: but not everything can be put into action. Respect other people’s in-

tegrity. Be careful with each other, really listen; try to understand needs and

articulate them.”

“And three: everyone should ensure that everyone is okay. It is not enough

to say that everyone is allowed to take part. That is true, a liberal inclusivity,

but it’s too little, because it does not affect the dominant power structures.”

Because this has been shown in many teaching sessions at Stockholm Univer-

sity: if we all look after everyone’s wellbeing, the atmosphere in the room often

changes instantly. It is no longer about being better, cleverer, more original;

and precisely through this, something valuable is created.

Many researchers agree (Samuelsson2017): it is important to establish such

rules explicitly for a space – and of course to react if they are broken, so that

everyone can rely on them.

But rules are not enough. It is also about the attitudes of those who have

leadership roles (which in democratic spaces might be all of us) and who es-

tablish these rules. One: “Try to see everyone; and as equals, with no one be-

ing preferred. Give everyone the necessary space and time to express them-

selves in a fair way, appropriately to their needs.” Two: “Rotate cooperation in

smaller groups so that no informal centres of power are formed.” Three: “Es-

tablish the difference between people and actions.Criticise and praise actions,
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not people;make sure people are affirmed, evenwhen their behaviour needs to

be stopped.”

Here, too, improvisations can help, including status exercises (Johnstone

1987). Through such improvisations, we can test these principles playfully.

Someone takes on the role of a teacher and talks to a headteacher, with both

of them taking on the same status initially – and then the teacher rises up and

treats the headteacher condescendingly; until the two of them switch round

and the headteacher’s status increases.This can take place in a friendly way, so

that the person with the higher status tries to lift the other to the same level,

or in an unfriendly way, through domination, by keeping the other person

down (Johnstone 1987; see also the descriptions in the first chapters of this

book). It is always astonishing to see the energy released by this. The aim is

to see through domination – and to learn to establish relationships which are

at least on an equal footing, or are even beyond the struggle for status; this

makes them humane (see Nussbaum 1992) and allows people to fully connect

to each other.

What can happen in improvisations, in these playful encounters, if we suc-

ceed in listening to impulses from others as well as our own ideas, is the in-

tegration of these interdependent systems: the subconscious self and the con-

scious; the deeper, older parts of the brain (which Panksepp describes) and the

cortex; and within the cortex the areas linked to different senses; and between

the attuned senses and higher level reasoning (Fopp 2016).This is matched by

the integration and cooperation of body parts, expressing the transmodal in-

tegration of the “connecting” self, one could say; a self which is to be treated as

being there even if all of these integrating processes cannot occur. This is one

meaning of treating someone with dignity (Bieri 2016).

Precisely this attitude and these rules are the basis for the “democratic

leadership” of groups, which relies on training in collective decision making.

It would be so important to try out all the democratic processes from early on

which the activists have encountered over the last four years, all the collective

decision processes.Because the consensus-orientated decision-makingwhich

the young activists have practised so often atmeetings of Extinction Rebellion

and Fridays For Future requires everyone to be cooperating affirmatively.

Collective autonomy and self-limitation (Heidenreich 2023) becomes possible

without this having to be experienced as a loss of freedom, quite the opposite.

All of us can participate, bringing in our experiences and needs, and trust that

we will be taken seriously.
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Room 7: Sustainable exchange in all sectors and areas of work
(the interactive foundation of “being connected”)

“On we go!” calls the compère. “Let’s get to work!” Now, with this compass (of

being in full contact), we can explore all the work that is necessary to build a

sustainable society. Because what is missing is the understanding that we, as

democratic animals, are embedded in the nature and culture which surrounds

us: the rivers, the forests and the cycles of growth and decay, of planting and

harvesting, the building of houses and cities, repair and care. “In short,” says

the compère,“welcome to the spacewhich is here to exploredemocratic-regen-

erative exchange with nature and the culture arising from that!”

I think back to all the struggles which the young people have become in-

volved in over the last years: the fight for sustainable forestry and agriculture

based on conservation; and the fight for a sustainable energy system and

a sustainable finance sector. So we have to go out into the world, into the

space where we now have to explore what is needed so that we can extend and

preserve the democratic energy which comes from making contact with each

other. This can also happen with the help of experts, not only from the Global

North, but also indigenous experts who work daily on creating a regenerative

relationship to the world.

That means building furniture, apartments, houses, and cities with mate-

rials, ideas and concepts that correspond to this democratic energy: from the

way in which workplaces are organised, to the idea of really sustainable, suffi-

cient and efficient cities andhouses.Whenweare in contact, everything canbe

measured by a new standard. And the same goes for the broad areas of plant-

ing, caring for nature, fields, and forests, but also for producing food, cooking

it, and producing clothes (see Pelluchon 2019 for a detailed theory of such a

practice in relation to agriculture, cooking and eating, and treating animals).

The third realm is that of caring for animals andhumansand lookingafter their

health.The fourth is that of child-rearing and childcare, looking after children

andolderpeople.Thefifth is our treatmentof economicmeans.Thesixth is that

of developing technology and engineering, through which our relationship to

nature and to other humans can be explored and developed (Vetter 2023), in-

cluding research into solar, wind and water power, rather than nature being

treated as a burnable material. Then there is the realm of political participa-

tion and leading political processes, and the realm of philosophy, which devel-

ops new concepts of what all this means for our understanding of nature as

(non-)property (von Redecker 2021). And so on.
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When these realms are shaped in a way that is guided by democratic con-

tact and exchange, and when the latter is also at the centre of education, then

not only do we combine theory and practice – minds, hearts and hands (ZDI

2022), but we really learn to deal with life in concrete ways and build our lives

individually and together.With our students,we also incorporate the develop-

ment ofmathematical and linguistic skills into their fundamentally productive

exchange with the world; into cooking and playing, making clothes, and look-

ing after children.

If we know how to do this, we can relate it to what is now happening and

what has happened historically: howpolitical processes currently don’t happen

in thisway; howwe are not brought up on these principles, how the production

of food currently looks, and so on. But learning all this – that is, the current,

often non-sustainable content of our education – onlymakes sense if we know

and learn how sustainability works. Otherwise, we can neither make sense of

any of this, nor criticise it.

What could also be redefined in this way is the relationship between edu-

cation and work. Work is now not entirely separate from the realms of living

together, education, playing, regeneration, creativity, and self-expression. It

is part of a movement for democratisation: “creating the resources together”

which all of us need (see von Redecker 2021 for similar arguments). It is then

no longer about submitting to non-democratic command structures in work-

places, nor about dominating nature through processes of exploitation, nor

about polluting or burning, but about building up regenerative energy; it is

not about appropriating or taking control of nature, and also not about self-ac-

tualisation or expressing ourselves through products, but about weaving and

repairing the shared fabric of integrity.

Back at the Glasgow café – the problem with
“education for sustainable development”

Back toGlasgow.The evening in the café grows ever longer.Thebig educational

conceptsof the last twenty yearsbegin to swirl around the two floorsof the café.

Whatwas it that ended up being so strange about one of the biggest educa-

tional projects,weaskourselves. It is called “education for sustainabledevelop-

ment,” and it is still one of the projects showcased by theUN,aswell as bymany

countries and their education systems. Somehow this project has failed, we

think to ourselves. And still we have great sympathy for those who are working
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on it, with whomwe ourselves are in contact (Sterling/Huckle 1996), as well as

with the cooperation of all universitiesworldwide andwithUNESCOas the or-

ganwhich coordinates this global initiative for sustainability education.Many

of them would like to work together on a “Faculty For A Future.” Because they

themselves draw sobering conclusions at the UN global conference of the uni-

versities inMay (UNESCO2022): the climate crisis is continuingunabated.Ed-

ucational institutions are changing too slowly.

Is this failure (if one wants to use this description) due to the fact that the

project seems to have fallen apart into two sections, even though the interest-

ing part is actually the connection between the two, onwhich our lives depend?

The twoextremes are: thepractical heart-hand-mindunderstandingof ecosys-

tems,meaning the understanding of how we can act sustainably in our every-

day lives, which is important knowledge but only plays a role as a niche area

that exists alongside all the other disciplines, such as history, philosophy, eco-

nomics, and so on. And then the project also has an abstract section: under-

standing global sustainability goals such as the SDG goals and the UN Agenda

2030.This is also important, but as well as being generally abstract it is a bleak

kind of knowledge which we can barely absorb. Poverty and hunger still shape

the lives of large parts of the world population; about a third of people have no

secure access to clean water (WHO 2019). Many girls and women still have no

access to education.Understanding all of that,we say to each other inGlasgow,

ought to be accompanied in quite concrete termswith anunderstanding of our

own place and our own role in world history – in such a way that we can really

change things. (One solution to bridge this gap is themodel by DeHaan (2010)

to develop twelve basic sustainability competences.)

For that, the concept of “development” is not helpful within the project of

“education for sustainable development”: the whole thing is conceptualised as

a program of hundreds of small steps which citizens can learn and put into

practice in the existing late capitalist market context – while, as the terms im-

ply,everythingbasically remains the same.But that is an illusion,and theclever

people and texts within “education for sustainable development” are aware of

that. It is not about “development”, small steps of improvement, as if we just

needed to recycle a bit more rubbish, or plant a few more trees, or build a few

more wells and solar panels. That is not a scientifically sound description of

the problem.The problem is systemic, as UN organs such as the UNFCCC, the

WHO and so on have said when analysing the climate crisis and the biodiver-

sity crisis. And it is not a “development”which would be sustainable, but a sys-

temically different way of living together.That is why this is about transforma-
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tive and regenerative education, not about education for sustainable develop-

ment.

Room 8: Democratic system change (the political-economic
foundation of “being connected”) – the Diabolo model

This raises the question for the next and final room: which underlying political

and economic conditions, as well as cultural conditions, would need to prevail

so that this kind of democratic exchange and humane contact would even be

possible in the other rooms?

“Welcome!” calls the compère one final time and leads us to the “laborato-

ries” of political science, economy, sociology, philosophy, and the humanities

(as described inprevious chapters).There, theories comeupwhich aim to think

about society in a new way, so that it is oriented towards the needs of all peo-

ple within planetary limits, not only towards economic growth as traditionally

understood (see e.g. Raworth 2018; Göpel 2016; Hickel 2021). But an important

role is also played by the research which approaches this transformation on

the basis of intersectional justice (class, gender, ethnicity, etc.), which aims to

replace structures of domination; as well as theories of global democracy and

ethics.

All these approaches fundamentally aim to create a frameworkwhich could

become a new system, compatible with what has been described in the other

rooms: non-dominant exchange and cooperation to provide most important

resources to everyone in a way that is sustainable.

At the same time, we now have a compass for these new ideas and for the

systemic transformation that would be required: they have to correspond to

the enabling of democraticmeeting, contact and being connected in a humane

way to oneself, each other and nature. That is the “dough” of the “doughnut”

(Raworth 2018), meaning the core of a secure social space. The definition of

education in economy, law, or sociology can be newly investigated from that

point. “The point is to keep walking between the rooms and find out how they

rely on each other and require each other!”The compère hurries fromone room

to the next: “All of them build on each other. Together, they form the structure

of what defines substantial democracy!”

The image of a diabolo presents itself – the toy which looks like two bowls

joined together which can be catapulted into the air on a string and caught

again. On one side, there are the conditions which are necessary for a globally,
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nationally, and locally sustainable life in the crisis: the diagram of the dough-

nut, the idea of a CO2 budget; the democratising systemic transformation of

the economy; the political action plans in relation to regenerative exchange in

all sectors.Thismeans combining research in climate and biodiversity studies

with studies of socio-economic system change and global justice.

The other bowl is formed by knowledge about caring encounters on

an equal footing, humane energy and being in contact (what I have called

spaces of integrity and the fabric of integrity in previous chapters), from

neuropsychology and drama education to the educational organisation of

social, intersectional democratic spaces. In the centre of substantial democ-

racy, they are connected: through the bodily and practical understanding of

relationships of domination and the structures they create; and through the

understanding of how we replace them through democratic relationships and

through inclusive, democratic decision processes.

Connecting all the rooms through education –
the science of democracy

Suchanapproach to educationat school andatuniversitywouldbring together

the research of climate scientists with that of social psychology; it would allow

the free exploration of the link between disciplines. It would not only be trans-

disciplinary but would aim for something like a shared core of everything at

a “subdisciplinary” level: a sustainable “being towards the world” (to use Mer-

leau-Ponty’s concept inspired by gestalt theory).

As I walk across the campus with the activists, the lack of such a centre

is so obvious. The institutions each stand by themselves, without seeming to

be related to each other at all, or to the democratic task in the sustainability

crisis. Being in the world in a regenerative way, and the theoretical and practi-

cal-creative knowledge discussed here, often have no role to play.They literally

have almost no space at schools or universities.They still – in contrast with the

approaches of drama education – reproduce Descartes and Kant’s separation

of body and mind and the Aristotelian distinction between practical/techni-

cal, theoretical and ethical knowledge (Gustavsson 2017). But the aesthetic, the

theoretical and the ethical cannot be separated, nor can the content of whatwe

learn from the teaching methods.

That is why we do not just need institutes for social and ecological system

theories, which is whatmany geography faculties are gradually becoming, but
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also a new “science of democracy” which would hold the university together

(see the similar approach by McGeown/Barry 2023; Raffoul 2023).

Theories of sustainable democracy

Developing theories for a centre of sustainability could also go in the same di-

rection.The three perhaps most important theories which have set out to un-

derstandsustainability anddemocracyduring these years andwhichdominate

the humanities and social studies – system theory, actor-network theory, and

posthumanism – do not seem to do justice to the core of democratic spaces

which has just been discussed. Many of the most important books on the cli-

mate crisis operate with system theory (including the research of Göpel, Ra-

worth, Rockström, Hickel, and Monbiot). In them, among all the parameters

and variables, the experiences and structures of domination or of meeting on

an equal footing hardly play a role. In the case of posthumanist or network ap-

proaches (Braidotti 2017; Latour 2017), in which the boundaries between hu-

mans and nature are rightly questioned, the perspective on experiences of our

own shared humanity is problematically neglected – “being humane” defined

as a characteristic of spaces and practices as well as approaches and structures

which make it possible to dismantle domination and participate in affirma-

tive contact; transforming and sublating the three concepts of “being human“:

the ethical of being compassionate; the anthropological of beingdifferent from

other animals; and themoral of being full of weakness and failure (Fopp 2016).

Finally, theories of democracy, which can be seen clearly in Heidenreich’s

2023 book on democracy and sustainability following Habermas and Rawls,

often focus one-sidedly on formal aspects of human rights and collective

decision processes without paying attention to the substance of democratic

encounters – and with that the key question of how the substance and form

of democracy can be newly connected, nationally and globally (for a similar

critique, see Young 2000). Postdemocratic theories, meanwhile (on this, see

Marchart 2018) emphasise often their disagreement with established formal

democracy, without explicitly discussing its substance. The theoretical task

would instead have the goal (as described in earlier chapters) of pursuing

these substantially democratic spaces, open to new theories andmethods (see

the research in previous chapters on eco-feminist and eco-socialist as well as

degrowth approaches), so that it becomes clear what the consequences would

be for a deepening of democracy.
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Extra room – the foundation of it all: from moral and political theory
to (eco)philosophy

If we follow this approach,we need philosophy to act as a foundation formoral

and political thinking and acting, as well as a foundation for all sciences, but

we also need it to be inspired by the sciences.

But what is philosophy? Evidently, it involves working with concepts and

reasons, arguments; exploring what “justice”, “suffering” and “happiness” are,

andwhat a “prosperous society” is or could be. But with the approach sketched

here we can get a new view of what philosophy is, can and should be.

One main task is indeed to work with concepts which match reality bet-

ter, helping us to understand ourselves and our world, especially by making

dimensions visible which are otherwise overlooked; for example, making ev-

eryone’s dignity visible, and what I called the common fabric of integrity, this

strange material which links us to nature, but also transcends us as unique

souls, as persons beyond actions which may be good or bad.

In this view, this enterprise is already something different from the sim-

plifying definition of analytical philosophy as “analysing meanings”, namely:

working with concepts, their premises and implications (see Dummett 1996,

Glock 2008 andBrandom2022 for the difference betweenworking on concepts

and analysing meanings).

But what I would like to stress and what seems often to be overlooked in

universities: philosophy is (as all sciences could and should be) creative work

with exploring new concepts, not only dealing with traditional ones and ex-

isting theories. In this sense, it is about letting oneself be inspired by reality,

so that we are compelled to describe it in a new way: defining “being humane”

for example, in relation to three concepts of “being human”, transforming and

integrating them: not only human in an ethical sense of being compassion-

ate and trying to care for the ones who suffer; not only human as “a-moral”

in the sense of the spontaneous following of all impulses; not only human as

an anthropological feature of humanity as a species which can reason; but hu-

mane in the sense of integrating all these three but transcending them: under-

standing impulses and structures of domination, not denying them, but going

beyond them into creating loving relations to persons beyond good and bad

deeds; making visible the space and fabric of integrity, and so on. This con-

ceptual work does not take place in a vacuum, but reacts partly to existing, im-

portant theories, for example inmoral andpolitical philosophy: thinking about
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how to frame our compass for actions and political structures; and about why

we should act ethically in the first place.

But by focussing on creating contact with the other and the idea of being

humane, this approach to philosophy encompasses our practices as social, em-

bodied, creative human beings, and is therefore not only concerned with the-

ory and concepts. But before exploring this thread, a short exploration of how

this approach reacts to existing theories and tries to “solve” their challenges.

In terms of moral and political philosophy and their relation to each other

(in this section I am referring rather to the analytical tradition,while thewhole

book is inspired by the continental approach and tries to see bridges between

the two): many classic problems can be reframed or even solved by the intro-

duction of concepts like the idea of “being humane” as seeing through domina-

tion and creating social spaces inwhich no one has to disconnect and everyone

can fill the space of integrity, repairing and “weaving” a common fabric of in-

tegrity.

With such an approach, the idea (which is only sketched here) is to avoid

the opposition of utilitarianism (minimising suffering and maximising hap-

piness for everyone) and Kant’s deontology or other approaches focusing on

inner motivations and human rights (as guaranteeing integrity and dignity) –

which all remain in the frame of what I called “formal” democracy.

A similar analysis canbe applied to classic texts about justice (Rawls,Nagel,

Sandel, Nussbaum, Sen etc.), either in terms of distribution of resources, in

terms of vices and virtues, or in terms of guaranteeing freedom: we can see

how the intersubjective and structural work on repairing the space and fab-

ric of integrity and dismantling domination in some cases “unites” these ap-

proaches but also goes beyond them in terms of substantial democracy, focus-

ing on the quality of relations and the routes of the ethical dilemmas and polit-

ical challenges (andnot only on the distribution of resources, the application of

rights, the procedures of decision making etc.) – similar to the approaches of

ecofeminism/postgrowth-socialism/postcolonialism etc. (discussed through-

out the previous chapters: from the ideas of Angela Davis, Iris Young, Judith

Butler and Nancy Fraser to Eva von Redecker etc.).

For example, we can now focus not only on suffering and happiness but on

(de-)connectendess and domination (which seems to bemorally and politically

problematic even if no one suffers; see Pettit 2015). We can work on repairing

the fabric of integrity which opens up space for a new (non-libertarian or lib-

eral) definition of freedom. Using this terminology, intergenerational justice
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for example is not primarily about „future people“ (Parfit 1986), but about our

common fabric of integrity which links all dimensions of time and space.

Or we can develop a better compass of “doing well” which is a intersubjec-

tive andsocial category–insteadof “happiness”or “well-being” (see the chapter

on economics, and Fopp 2015). In this way, one can establish an objective foun-

dation of moral and political reasoning action without neglecting the dimen-

sionof subjective experience.Andfinally: the ideaof justice,even in the senseof

non- domination, cannot be seen as the only fundamental compass – it has to

be complemented by the idea of being humane (or “love” as Martha Nussbaum

1992 defines it), which could mean: going beyond relations and structures of

domination, affirming everyone as a person beyond their actions, andmaking

a life in dignity possible, including providing resources, for all.

This critical “expansion” of the philosophical work (that it is not only about

making concepts explicit but inventing new ones which correspond better to

our lives and the challenges we face), can – as mentioned above – be comple-

mented by a second one. From this perspective, philosophy is not only concep-

tual work. To be able to work with concepts, to present arguments, justifica-

tions and giving reasons,wemust be connectedwith others, ourselves and the

realm of ideas, with the fabric of integrity: and this is a social, embodied, cre-

ative practice which takes place in social spaces affected by problematic power

relations.This work of connecting ourselves to ourselves and the environment

is not an arbitrary step, but a part of the fundamental work of making visi-

ble how the world can be and “is” when we are not forced to disconnect. Pellu-

chon (2020) uses Lévinas to make the argument that the foundation of ethics

are not rules or ideologies, but the perception of the other as other, as “Antlitz”

which demands of us to care. In this sense, philosophy becomes a practice of

making a phenomenon visible, as SimonCritchley argues in his book about the

relation between analytical and continental philosophy (2001), reframingMer-

leau-Ponty´s phenomenological “gestalt theory” approach and demanding the

integration of “wisdom” and “knowledge”.

Or in terms of Hegel (1986): we try to get into and operate in the realm of

“Vernunft”, in which we are linked to a common spirit, not only in that of the

argumentative “Verstand”, presenting reasons and arguments. Philosophy can

itself be or becomea substantial democratic activity, rather thanonly analysing

what democracy could be. (This is reflected in the idea of “being humane”: de-

scribing social spaces and relations aswell as attitudes and structures; seeFopp

2016.)

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Chapter 9: Education in Times of Crisis 333

This view has a double political consequence: philosophy (and its institu-

tions at universities and schools) needs to be a very specific activity which is

carried out with a practical knowledge (or ethic-aesthetical wisdom) of how

to create the (social) circumstances which allow connectedness to the realm of

ideas, the others and nature. This should be a premise, a prerequisite and an

ingredient of philosophy and all science. And, second, this implies that philo-

sophical and academic institutions – if they want to live up to the scientific

methods and have a reliable compass –need to become outward-facing: work-

ing on transforming society (and educational institutions) so that these spaces

andactivities becomepossible in society; inwhichwe can connect to eachother

and to the realm of ideas.

In this sense, we can say with Feuerbach (and Marx) that philosophy (and

academia) shouldn’t only give an interpretation of the world but change it. But

there is a second step: highlighting that this transformation is also done by

creating concepts and practices which help us to make everyone’s dignity (or

the “demand by the face”) visible; to open us up to the shared fabric of integrity;

and to lead to a change in how we see each other, nature, and the rules which

should govern our shared lives on this living planet.

Back to thequestionofwhatphilosophyandacademia is. In this sense,phi-

losophy is needed as a foundation for all sciences; including neurophysiology,

literature, history, education, economics etc. Hegel (1986) called it the work of

the “absolute spirit”, which consist of art, religion and – philosophy. We can

describe hismain idea by going back to our rooms 1 to 8, or the life of the “sub-

jective” and “objective” spirit, as Hegel calls them (see Taylor 2015 andTheunis-

sen 1980 and 1984 for a similar analysis of Hegel’s basic idea): our relation to

the environmentwhich enables us to go beyonddomination (“Herrschaft”) and

establish a relation of freedom and care (subjective spirit); and the ethical and

political relations and structures which are informed by this movement and

make it possible (objective).

I want to translate this idea into the insight that ethics,moral and political

theory – with their idea of the good and justice – are not enough: in order to

create even a basic foundation for ethical and political theory and action, we

need the idea of love and the fabric of integrity which art, religion and philoso-

phy could develop (and should bemeasured against; for this aspect of religion,

see e.g. the work of Martin Buber, and that of Dorothee Sölle and Catherine

Keller).

Notions of what is good, of what is morally right, and of justice can pro-

duce results which lead to the opposite: the “tyranny of the good”, as Corine
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Pelluchon calls it, totalitarianism,violence and so on, if pursued only for them-

selves. Nussbaum (1992) shows in her analysis of Charles Dickens’ David Cop-

perfield how ethics can become deadly. Some notions of ethics are inconsis-

tent,Hegelmight say, and lead to and require a foundation: the humane spirit,

which means freedom, mercy and love, acknowledging impulses of domina-

tion, playing with them and going beyond them; allowing us to create affir-

mative connections with others and with ourselves, as persons with inviolable

dignity beyond the realm of actions.

However, against the tradition of idealism, all this work is not carried out

by an anonymous reason or spirit itself, but is a task for all of us: it is not some-

thing which makes its own way through history, leading by itself to a better

world, but is dependent on us human beings (in a similar way, Menke 2023

reinterprets the concept of spirit and the task of the humanities).

In this sense,philosophy (or forHegel: “theabsolute spirit”) isnot just about

lookingback at all that happens in rooms 1 to 8, from the subjective to the inter-

subjective, social and political; it is not only a reflection on all the other topics,

but a work in itself: making – by developing adequate concepts – the fabric

of integrity visible and experienceable for every one of us, exploring ways to

describe what is already there, and howwe can repair and renew it; as persons

with equal dignity (which ismore than relating to psychological states of “intu-

itions” and “moral sentiments”). Recognition in social relations and the mate-

rial provision of resources are interdependent, to solve an opposition between

two strands of Critical Theory (see Honneth and Fraser 2004), if our approach

is rooted in a phenomenology of being humane.

And accordingly, “doing” ethics, politics, or moral and political philosophy

is ultimately not something elitist; it is not just something for upper middle-

class seminars with their analytical terminology; it is not only what you hear

in (often privately owned) prestigious halls of philosophy etc. It is about con-

necting to and articulating the idea of being humane, which is already there,

a humane energy for which wemust rather remove the aspects of domination

which stand between us and it (and thereby let it be a guiding “value” which

produces duties and obligations). In this sense, this approach is a non-rela-

tivist and objective one in its approach to moral and political values and prin-

ciples. We don’t have to choose a morality, ethics, or political philosophy; and

we don’t have to find reasons to engage in this project in the first place, because

not engaging in it, not making the fabric of integrity visible is often itself al-

ready an effect of deconnectedness (to react to a discussion about the objectiv-
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ity of norms and values; and the question of whywe should create and listen to

ethics in the first place).

Moving through the drama rooms at Stockholm University, we try to con-

nect to these dimensions.Art and aesthetics become important even in univer-

sity spaces (as part of “Hegel’s “absolute spirit”) if this is true: that all sciences

and all education, not only social sciences and the humanities but even law,

theology, psychology, literature, economics, etcmust be rooted in this embod-

ied social practice of creating humane spaces inwhich democraticmeeting be-

comes possible. Otherwise there is no normative foundation for the scientific

enterprise.

We move through the drama rooms, watch films, improvise and explore

ways of meeting and doing art. It is possible to transform the analysis of the

worksand thehistoryof art, fromBergman,DaldryandAschan toPaulThomas

Anderson’s films: it is possible tomake the fabric of integrity visible, everyone’s

dignity beyond the realm of actions: to show how the main characters in the

movies are driven and disconnected from themselves by “forces” (of the diag-

onal versus the vertical; the roundish versus the edgy; and so on) which can

be analysed in terms of politics (patriarchal or late capitalist structures etc.),

ethics (being selfish etc), psychology (“the “doubtful” versus “the determined”),

gestalt theory (these “forces” being deviations from the gestalt structure), and

so on; and by doing so, making visible what it means to meet in a non-domi-

nantway, literally “at eye level”,which is humane,affirming,unconditional and

universal. In aparadoxical shift (of “mercy”, one could say), the person and soul

becomes visible, to which we can connect even if it is struggling with life and

not connected to itself – because nature, the environment, the fabric of the

world in its transmodal texture (beyond colours, forms, and so on), takes upon

itself the “forces” of disconnection (see Fopp 2019; also for the argument that

we cannot describe this process in terms of metaphors, forms, signs or struc-

tures as aesthetics often does). But art, as Hegel would also say, in this clas-

sical “Western” form of commodified works of art, can also be criticised (and

is criticised by contemporary art itself) if it leaves the political and economic

spaces untouched which need to be changed and transformed so that we hu-

manbeings can live our liveswithout being structurally excluded fromhumane

relations in the first place. 
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Five perspectives on ecophilosophical thinking

We could – in a very simplifying and incomplete way – identify four perspec-

tives (or even „epochs“ and paradigms) of ecophilosophical thinking; at least in

the academic world of the Global North.They partially overlap and sometimes

competewith each other. I tried to sketch above a fifth alternative, using tradi-

tions which have been overlooked by these approaches. All of them react criti-

cally to the ”mainstream” tradition of sustainability researchwhich is linked to

ideas suchasneoclassicalmarket economicsofmonetary valuesof ecosystems,

nature as capital, greengrowth, the reduction of humans beings to consumers,

and so on (see Neumayer 2010; Grunwald/Kopfmüller 2022).

For the first one, influenced by the „deep ecology“movement, represented

by Arne Naess (see for texts: Birnbacher 1997), the idea is to explore a new way

of understanding our place in nature. This is done in something which Birn-

bacher (1997) describes as amixture of ethics and ontological-metaphysical en-

terprise, often referring to philosophical approaches by Spinoza and White-

head as well as poetical works byThoreau and the Romantics. Some of the dis-

cussed problems are: is there an intrinsic value of nature and species; and how

can we develop a lifestyle which acknowledges this presence of an own value

(and sometimes: of panpsychism) of nature (see Birnbacher 1997 and 2022 re-

garding the philosophical incoherencies and problems of this tradition).

During the second era, the methodical and thematic interest shifts to

ethics, more precise to applied ethics (first to environmental ethics and sus-

tainable thinking, very much inspired by Rachel Carsons „Silent Spring“; and

evenmore specific to climate ethics, see for exampleMoellendorf 2014), as well

as to metaethics and questions of the justification of our norms and values.

This „subjective“ shift („how should we act in an ethical appropriate and

reasonable way“ confronted with the destruction of nature) is then in a third

epoch expanded and criticised by the posthumanist tradition (Braidotti 2017),

going back to more metaphysical-ontological questions about the problems

of separating humans from the rest of nature. A fourth tradition, inspired

by ecofeminist/socialist (D’eaubonne 2022; Shiva 2020), postgrowth and de-

colonial ideas, focuses on the intersectional destructive effect of the economic

and ideological system as a whole; and emphasises – sometimes against the

posthumanist “association” of humans and non-humans – the specific human

responsibility for changing these norms and structures (see for this argument:

Hornborg 2017,Malm 2017).
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Finally, the approach presented here as an ecophilosophy of democracy

starts with (post-)phenomenological theories by Levinas, Merleau-Ponty, Pel-

luchon (2019), the indigenous thinking by Kimmerer (2015), and the traditions

introduced above: especially the experience of another individual as ethical

imperative; but expands it with the help of empirical sciences (psychology,

neurophysiology, sociology, education, politics and economics etc.) to an un-

derstanding of the creation of non-dominant relationships and structures of

„being connected“. In that sense, the ethics of „being humane“ can be linked to

an ontology of our sustainable „being towards theworld“ as embodied, vulner-

able beings which can lose or create affirmative meetings and connectedness,

to others and the realm of ideas. Maybe we can talk about a fifth epoch which

focuses on these questions of global democratic convivialism and develops

arguments about justification of (ethical and political) norms from the philo-

sophical interpretation of experiences as well as the scientific explorations,

including the tradition of indigenous knowledge. This tradition questions

even the difference between theory and practice by pointing to the challenge

of making the dignity of everyone visible and to change our perception as one

of the philosophical tasks.

 

Ecophilosophical debates and an adapted theory of science

InMynttorget, debates often arise on the following question: what is our place

in nature? The question is taken up by many in their talks on the climate cri-

sis. It also shapes discussions in connection with the struggle for ecocide leg-

islation, which would expand the offence of crimes against humanity to envi-

ronmental crimes against whole ecosystems. In that context, some argue for

a form of anti-speciesist thinking (for a discussion of this, see Gunnarsson/

Pedersen 2016), claiming that humans should not be in the centre of ourworld-

view.They argue that we ought to be seen as one of the animals which form a

complex whole together with all the others, and not as the exceptional animal

which can place itself above all the rest.

But although such arguments seem very plausible, they can also be prob-

lematic,dependingon theway the theory is developed.Theapproachdescribed

above – building democratic spaces – is in this sense also meant as a proposal

for this field of eco-philosophy. It tries to retain the intuitive impulse to locate

ourselves in nature, but avoid a reifying view.Because that is what seems to af-
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flictmany of these approaches.They rightly locate us humans in socio-ecologi-

cal systems, but take on a problematically objectifying approach towards us, as

well as to all other animals and nature; they look at the whole system from the

outside. It seemsmoreappropriate tome to startwithourdemocratic ordomi-

nating relationship with our environment. From this we can derive a yardstick

of values that goes beyond an abstract adding up of suffering. And from this

perspective philosophy and science would not be an objectifying project, but

would be connected with insight and interest, as Habermas has argued in the

context of Critical Theory (Habermas 1987); but not only in the sense of eman-

cipation, of shaking off dominating structures, but also in the complementary

sense of building what we need for everyone to live a dignified life.

This does not mean that the standard of objectivity or truth must be given

up. Quite the opposite: it moves to the centre when it is sensibly defined as

approaching reality with integrity, self critically and with transparent meth-

ods, in an open, fair exchange with fields of research, without favouring cer-

tain positions one-sidedly. But it will no longer be acceptable to ignore the key

research suggestingwhat itwouldmean to live a dignified life as free and equal

people within planetary limits.

Thepath to this flourishing life is thennot just part of theorybut canonly be

understood inpractice.Many researcherspoint this out, including inart-based

research (Leavy 2009), which critically extends the concept of Critical Theory:

away fromthe interest behind theory (emancipation) and towards educationas

a democratising, global creative practice of transformation and regeneration

(Raffoul 2023).

From a decolonial and indigenous perspective (Patel 2015; Kimmerer in

Thunberg 2022), researchers also alert us to the fact that the fundamental

framework of science must be redefined. The existing distinctions made by

the theory of science, which are drummed into first-year students across the

world, including here on the campus of StockholmUniversity, thus turn out to

be problematic. Epistemology (how does individual knowledge come about),

value theory (which norms are we working with) and ontology (what are the

characteristics of the world) can no longer be abstractly separated from each

other. How we see and perceive the world; what causes suffering or enables

contact; and how the environment and our own bodies are composed: all of

this belongs together in a permanent exchange which can cause suffering or

repair the shared fabric of integrity (see Merleau-Ponty 1974).The point of de-

parture is that we are already deeply entangled in dominant relationships – as

has long been emphasised by education theorists from Paolo Freire, Ellen Key,
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and Augusto Boal to Gert Biesta, as well as a large part of the feminist theory

of science and “critical university studies”.

Transformative and regenerative education

But such democratising education can and does provoke resistance (see Van

den Berg 2021) – at the level of teachers and students, and from institutions.

That seems to be an important element of education, and this would apply to a

sustainability centre too: dealing with this resistance, leading transformative

processes and thus building democracy.

Here it is important to learn from thosewhohave long been leading and re-

flecting such transformative processes, for instance in relation to racism (e.g.

Ogette 2018). If, for example, a person realises that they are taking on a higher

status than others and subtly keeping others down, this realisation is often a

shock.We have to learn to deal with this, and have the courage to look at all of

this together and dismantle it, and to try out the opposite: daring to interact

in caring ways, to improvise together, and to help each other with resources in

difficult situations.

If we succeed in building this project – not moralistically, by simply con-

demning domination and demanding empathy, but in such a way that we set

off on a path together on which everyone makes mistakes and is allowed to do

so, this can become transformative, changing the whole person as well as the

group which is learning.

And so, transformative education can become regenerative. The transfor-

mation applies emotionally and cognitively to our values, our worldview, and

to a change in attitude to learners and teachers. The whole of the educational

process and the institutions can become regenerative. In this approach, the

aim of education can be defined as building up democracy and regeneration,

and thus as weaving the shared fabric of integrity. Science then has the func-

tion – among other functions, at least – of pursuing this regenerative coex-

istence in democracy, researching it, and enabling it in concrete terms. The

ethics behind thewhole project,which all researchers should already subscribe

to now, could thus be defined as follows (Raffoul et al. 2021): It is not just about

not causing harm, but also about repairing the harm that has been done, and

making a dignified life possible for everyone.
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Science and activism

While I present these thoughts about reshaping teacher training and creat-

ing a new pedagogy of sustainability to the management team, the young ac-

tivists are preparing for the next global strike, and scientists across the world

are beginning to take to the streets and to get involved in civil disobedience.

The question is: how can wemake all these ideas a reality?

At this time, a debate is developing on social media and in politics over

the extent to which scientists can be committed activists. Because everywhere

in the world, more and more teachers are saying that they can no longer just

watch while forests burn, emissions continue to rise, and science is not taken

seriously by those in power.We join these actions inStockholm,and inAprilwe

block the centre of the city with several hundred people (Platten 2022); many

more teachers should be involved, we think to ourselves. Doing nothing is ac-

tivism for the status quo.

And still, there is a lack of change at the universities themselves.The image

which emerges is one of middle-class professors blocking the way of workers.

And it is professors and the upper middle class who produce the most emis-

sions. Among all the possible forms, we in Mynttorget still see the “strikes” as

the most appropriate one, at least the non-cooperation strikes on Fridays, as

a demand to end “business as usual” – making a statement to the institutions

that we can no longer teach or learn in the same way. At some point, whole

universities or schools would have to strike, to insist that this cannot go on.

Even after four years of school strikes, still almost nothing is happening, even

at the universities with the most progressive sustainability departments (see

HU 2023). Neither the curricula are changing, nor the things which could be

changed so easily, such as the enormous number of academic flights.

But the dichotomy of the existing discussion also ignores a fundamental

dimension.There is not just research and teaching on the one hand, and street

activism on the other.This notion of inside and outside the universities is ab-

stract and wrong: if we look at education itself, at teaching and research, and

if we change the “social logic” of the spaces of education, we are already work-

ing on societal transformation. And by the same token, this transformative

education is only possible if universities are changed, in terms of their struc-

ture, theirmanagement and the societal andpolitical conditionsunderpinning

them.

I come back towhere I started: “We all ensure that everyone is okay and de-

velop an inclusive attitude. All ideas are allowed, no censorship, but not all ac-
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tions. Have the courage to try something new.Help each other.” Something in

the room changes, something that does not happen when they see each other

as lone fighters, these students, who are afraid of not understanding some-

thing andof getting bad grades.That iswhat they aremade into.So this kind of

teaching is resistance against the logic of educational spaces, but also already

a change, a transformation of society.

The dual way into the future

Inmyconversationswith the institution’smanagement, I keep returning to the

“original scene”: the time in 2018 when the five young people sat on the ground

on Fridays. How this action gives us a task. How this task consists of working

together with them to guarantee a secure future for everyone worldwide. And

how this requires changes to schools and universities.

And so a double perspective opens. On the one hand, all of us can continue

to build sustainability centres in every school and university (and a prototype

for these), aswell as virtual variants such as the Faculty For A Future: platforms

which place the focus on the crises, their urgency and interdependence as so-

cial and environmental crises, by changing what is learned, how it is taught,

and the institutions where this takes place.

On the other hand, it is about expanding activism. Otherwise, neither

universities nor society will change. All those who have the resources can take

part in the movements of pupils, students, and teachers, who strike and rebel

through civil disobedience; ideally as entire institutions. Two dimensions can

be combined: one which is shaped by communication (Scientists For Future)

and blockades (Scientist Rebellion), which address society; but also a new,

key dimension which incorporates and addresses educational institutions

through non-cooperation such as the Friday strikes.These two strands can be

connected through citizens’ assemblies to reshape institutions: combining the

Faculty For A Future with Scientists For Future and Scientist Rebellion.

If only all the tens of thousands of scientists would begin to go out on Fri-

days and stand in front of their institutes, I think to myself, and join together

to form assemblies with the students who want to take their education into

their own hands and implement sustainability. Then the educational institu-

tions couldmake it clear to politicians that life at school and university will not

continue in the same way and that they must respond to research; to “listen to
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the science”.That is what all states,we all have promised to do by accepting the

Paris Agreement with its focus on stopping the emissions in a fair way.

Andsowemeet: someofus fromScientistsForFutureandScientistsRebel-

lion, some Faculty people and even delegates from the youth movement. “We

have to make clear that the universities are ours,” a professor says. “We should

say: ‘We take them over. We are the universities. And we won’t allow them to

be places where the fossil society reproduces itself,’” says the youth delegate.

We need disruptive direct action, combined with assemblies; we all agree.We

start to create a basic document, basically a flyer, for all schools and univer-

sities, saying: as an emergency reaction to the interdependent sustainability

crises, we are taking over; we, the students and teachers, the workers at edu-

cational institutions. This is about democratisation: away from the tendency

to commodify everything. Universities should be public places serving the lo-

cal and global community.This is what sustainability is about. And we start to

create a “toolkit” on how everyone can lead democratic assemblies; how to re-

act to resistance; and how to go deeper than talking about UN goals for 2030.

Teachers and students at every school and every university could stand up like

this andfight until the institutions are changed; until there are centres for sus-

tainability and the idea of sustainability and democratisation is in the core of

curricula, teaching methods and research.

Occupying schools and universities – what are the demands?

While we scientists take to the streets in this spring of 2022, pupils across Eu-

rope begin a wave of occupations at many schools and universities (SZ 2022).

They go into the biggest auditoriums or sit in front of the doors of the head-

teachers and rectors and refuse to continue cooperating. The “wave”, as they

call themselves, begins in Portugal and the United Kingdom; then Austria fol-

lows, as do Switzerland and Germany. A few groups gather under the label

“End Fossil”, while others operatemore independently, although they are con-

nected through the chats which soon include more than a thousand partici-

pants; many from Fridays For Future are involved.

Every group comes up with its own demands, partly in cooperation with

scientists. Some are concerned with the content of teaching: the crises should

be part of the introductory courses, and the perspective should be decolonised.

Others care more about practical questions: no flights, vegan food. A third

group is concernedwith criticising the fossil industry and its connectionswith
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institutions and their funding; a fourth is focused on educational justice and

the inclusion of the whole population.

Young activists address academia, tutors, and teachers directly

Winter is over. The puddles have thawed. It has become warmer, and we are

once again walking through the campus to the theatre rooms of my institute.

With some of the activists, I ammaking a film for an interdisciplinary confer-

ence in theAulaMagna (on the topic of “YoungPeople,Power,SocietalChange”,

Fopp 2022/3). They are now addressing the university directly, and the whole

research community, and calling on them to strike.They say thatwe are in such

an existential crisis that we all have to work together. And we are the ones who

are so privileged that we can choose whether we get involved or not. And they

point out that for manymillions of people, the crisis is already an unavoidable

part of their everyday lives. For them, too, we have to stand up.

We begin to speak about the first days, four years ago, when they suddenly

left their schools and sat in the squares in front of the parliaments and town

halls. They say that when children are sitting on the ground and fighting for

their lives, that obviously has a strong effect. Just sitting there, silently, is a

strong act in itself: doing nothing. Not cooperating, not acting like we could

buy our way our way out of the crises. Stopping, pausing, opening up for new

directions. 

 

 Schools and universities – strike, occupation, transformation: Five possible

demands and perspectives for assemblies

1. Introduce an obligatory “studium generale” for all, focusing on the sus-

tainability crises

A. Discuss the origins and interdependences of the crises (climate, biodiver-

sity, social justice, …);

B.Teachtheskills, knowledge,valuesandattitudesneededtocreateasustain-

able societywithin very fewyears (andabout theurgency: tippingpoints, CO2

budget, etc.);
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C. Focus on climate justice and the knowledge in social sciences about the in-

tersectional analysis of injusticeanddemocracybeyondstructuresofdomina-

tion (class, gender, ethnicity etc.: anti-racist, anti-colonial etc.).

2. Transformall curricula in all disciplines

When implementing A, B, C (perspective 1), adjust it to every discipline (eco-

nomics, history, education, geography etc.). Linking content to UN Agenda

2030 goals is not enough.

3. Focus on and teach transformative, healthy, and regenerative teaching

methods anddidactics

A.Weare embodied, social, imaginative, creative, vulnerable creatures living

in problematic power relations to each other and nature, even within edu-

cational spaces – this should be the starting point for didactics and teaching

methods;

B. Incorporate knowledge about (mental) health into curricula and teaching

methods and focus on a “sustainable relation to each other and nature” as the

core of education: care, sustainability and democracy are linked;

C. Focus on the practical, hand-heart-head sustainable “metabolism” with

nature: teaching in real life contexts (in the areas of building; agricul-

ture/forestry;arts; care) thebasicsaboutcreating, repairingandsustainingso-

cial, ecological and economic sustainable work;

D. Focus on democratic leadership within school/university classes and

spaces, creating democratic relations beyond domination and being able to

handle existential and emotional transformative processes related to the

crises in a regenerative way.

4. Specify Research Ethics – with sustainability criteria

A.Specify thethreeobligatoryethicalprincipleswhichareguidingall research

today, so that the educational sector contributes to a sustainable democratic

world. “Not doing harm” or “not harming integrity and well-being” is not

enough;

B. Create clear funding flows into sustainable transformative research and

stop all research funding by fossil society (fossil industry, banks etc.).
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5. Create Institutional Change – towards sustainability

5.1Within schools/universities:

A. Install a creative transdisciplinary sustainability centrewhich canhelpwith

all these aspects (curricula, teaching, institutional change, research) in every

university/school;

B. Give students influence and co-leadership over their sustainability educa-

tion;

C. Stop emissions caused by universities/schools (transport/flying, buildings,

food etc);

D. Stop all institutional funding by fossil society (fossil industry, banks, etc);

E. Democratise the workplace: 1. Move away from the (new public manage-

ment) logic behind the organisation towards democratic decision-making by

all involved; 2. Open up educational institutions with an intersectional ap-

proach (to BIPOC, working class people etc.);

5.2 This implies but also presupposes a political and economic system

changewithin society – for (educational) democracy:

A.Away fromapolitical andeconomic frameworkof competitive, exponential

growth towards a post-growth, regenerative, cooperative, sustainable one;

B. Focusingoneducational justice (class, ethnicity, gender etc.)which is linked

to the democratisation of the society in general.
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Chapter 10: Global democracy, the Elections,

and the Future

September 2022 – June 2023: On forming a global,

democratic, sustainable postgrowth society

The plan

It is spring. 2023. AMonday evening, around five o’clock.

The young activists are sitting around a huge table. But they are not alone.

It is not only the young people who are nowmeeting, but also representatives

of Extinction Rebellion; churches and other faith communities; the Mothers

Rebellion; all the For Future Groups including People For Future; the people

from A22 are also here, and so are Amnesty, environmental organisations, and

many small and bigger antiracist, feminist and social organisations.Every sec-

ond Monday evening, they meet to prepare an action week in September. In-

ternationally, too, groups are working on a similar plan.

“What is the ground we’re standing on?” someone asks. “We need a name.”

After a thorough discussion, the name is decided.The project will be called the

“WeekofAction for Social andClimate Justice”, and – as inSeptember 2019 – it

will be framed by big Friday strikes at the beginning and end of the week. A

sense of confidence takes hold. The procedures of consensus democracy are

clear. After first exchanging information, their second step is to gather every-

one’s ideas.Thirdly, they collect arguments and listen to everyone’s needs; they

then make a proposal for a consensus in terms of values and actions for the

week.They do a “temperature check” to reflect opinions in the room, before al-

lowing everyone to express their smaller and more serious worries, and then

they make changes to reflect them.They confirmwhether there are any vetoes

and whether a text needs to be rewritten, and check howmany people are not

entirely content but can still support the action or text – and so, after four or
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five meetings, they have a clear statement and a definition of the forms of ac-

tion. All of them should be able to contribute to the week in their way, as long

as peaceful and democratic means are used; that is the final text.

Images of the last fewmonths go throughmy head and for the first time in

a longwhile, tension and grief dissipate and are replacedwith a kind of excite-

ment about the nextmonths.The elections in Sweden half a year agowere very

depressing, and the apocalyptic “battle of Lützerath” (Schüpf 2023; BR 2023;

Maier 2023) only took place a few weeks ago. I ask myself: What can we learn

from thesemonths for the time that’s now approaching? How canwe organise

the solidarity which is so urgently needed?

The evening of the elections – a world falls apart

Because sixmonths earlier, on Sunday the 11th of September, 2022, at eleven in

the evening, somethinghappenswhich shocks thewholemovement inSweden

(and in Europe); it is symptomatic of the elections in other countries in the

world, from Italy to the Philippines and Turkey.

It is exactly four years since the beginning of the strike and the founding of

Fridays For Future.A newparliament is being elected.There has been a strange

election campaign. It put the environmentalmovements and the justicemove-

ments in a seemingly impossible situation. They emphasise again and again

that no party is offering policies that implement the Paris Agreement, includ-

ing the left-wing and green parties.They have been striking in front of the left-

wing andgreenparliament for four years, after all.And still: awin for the right-

wing conservative parties would be even worse – especially for those who are

already marginalised and for a planet worth living on.What should people do

when what they want to fight for is not represented? A new party has formed,

the “climate alliance”, and doesn’t even gain one percent of the vote.

The first numbers begin to come in at around eight. It looks good for the

red-green block. The greens ought to make gains, it seems. No more talk of

them losing their seats in parliament, as it looked for a long time. The Social

Democrats are stronger than anyone has ever imagined.They are expected to

get around 30percent of the vote.But then it happens.Thenumbers – andwith

them the power balance – begin to collapse. The right-wing “moderates” sud-

denly look as if they are going to get 19 percent rather than 17.This changes the

whole structure.The centre-right block, together with the Sweden Democrats
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(SD) get themajority, though only just.This becomes clearer and clearer as the

night goes on.

The SD party, which was founded by Nazis (Ekström et al. 2020), has be-

come the second biggest party in the country, because of the votes of the male

population. It gains power and now belongs to the “base of the government”. A

Sweden Democrat candidate calls out something like “Sieg Heil” to the televi-

sion cameras (SVT 2022). More and more speeches and proposals pile up dur-

ing these days, about how some people who come from other countries and

look different will not get permanent residence anymore; that if they “behave

badly”, they will immediately be deported (DN 14.10.22); and that the climate

crisis does not exist (SVT 19.10.22). One of the first measures of the new gov-

ernment is to close down the Department for the Environment (Environmen-

tAnalyst 2.11.22).

Manyof the adults try to comfort the younger people.And eachother.What

is the best way to do that? One of the central questions of the last four years.

Listen to them.Make it possible to understand the situation, and offer protec-

tion, security. Security.That is the word they’re twisting round, the ones who

arenowcoming topower, I think,withenormousgrief.They talk aboutnothing

but security; andwhat theymean by it is SUVmachines, nuclear power plants,

razing forests, segregating cities, and so on. And through that, they make so

many things insecure and fuel the crises. They probably don’t see the security

which really holds: that of caring encounters on an equal footing. Because care

is needed. So many of the fears are justified, after all: living costs are rising,

enormous social inequality is spreading (Cervenka 2022), as well as violence in

the society (Ahlander/Johnson 2022); there is increasing segregation between

city and country and between the centres of the cities and the outskirts. In the

countryside, especially, climate policies meet with scepticism; everything just

becomesmore expensive, and no one really offers policies to integrate this into

real help. Someone would have had to present a plan for the next ten years to

guarantee basic security to everyone, I say to myself.

Formal and substantial democracy

It all started so well. Only two days earlier, the Fridays activists marched

through the centre of Stockholm with the adults of People For Future, thou-

sands altogether, ending up back at Mynttorget. But the most crucial debate

seemed to bemissing.Whatwas clear tomany people two years ago during the
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pandemic, namely the fact that work and life should be the core, supported,

healed, educated and repaired by care, so that everyone has enough resources,

has disappeared as a basic idea.The idea of deepening democracy has also dis-

appeared: ideas about redistributing power, breaking down the segregation of

cities, redistributing the enormous wealth, and radically reducing emissions

as well as protecting the soil and the forests; as the project of building a new,

flourishing, inclusive democracy.

And when the media report on the strike in the evening, new reports of

drought and floods appear on the same day – in Pakistan and China, for in-

stance (CarbonBrief 2022). Many people are losing their homes forever. Terri-

ble droughts are spreading across Italy and Spain, and huge rivers are running

dry in theworst drought in 500 years (EUSI 2022). In France, too, they are sud-

denly gone: the Loire has disappeared. In China, there is a drought followed by

gigantic floods.And coal production continues. Liz Truss’ newUKgovernment

announces that fracking is allowed, and that oil and gas will both be extracted

from under the North Sea.

Four years have passed since the youth began to strike. Most citizens have

accepted that humans are having a devastating effect on the environment and

the climate. And still, the extent of the crises and the effects of tipping points

still don’t seem to have got through to people; or else, they are in denial.

Not only authoritarian regimes but also formal democracy – when it is not

tied to substantial democracy – can lead to election results which destroy ev-

eryone’s living conditions andwith them the possibility of democracy itself. As

societies, we seem not to have understood that. To that extent, elections are

only a small part of democratic activity.We need to root the formal in the sub-

stantial aspects of democracy.

After the evening of the elections, it is the overt racism that scares peo-

ple the most. On Tuesday morning, the idea of a spontaneous demonstration

comes up. It is to be organised together with all groups across society which

see a connection between anti-racism and climate justice, in solidarity. Who

will contact whom? When and where? And so, the embryo of the broad move-

ment emerges, which then organises the strike week in September. A few days

later, the demonstration takes place. The fear of attacks by right-wing groups

hangs in the air.The official organisers are: FFF Stockholm, People For Future

Sweden, Black Lives Matter Sweden, Extinction Rebellion Sweden, “No one is

illegal,” Greenpeace, Amnesty, the Kurdish Women’s Council, Friends of the

Earth, Doctors Against Racism, Queers Against Fascism, and many more. In

the speeches, there is a whole series of descriptions of everyday racism and the
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underlying structures. The common fabric of integrity, the substantial aspect

of democracy, is damaged, everyone’s equal dignity. How to repair it?

#BeyondGrowth in the EU parliament – a new vision

How can we change the way we live together nationally, across Europe, and

globally, so that real substantial democracy can be established?

While some set off on the journey to Lützerath andothersworkonbringing

together all the climate and justice movements in Stockholm, still others are

working on political and economic solutions during this spring 2023, and on

changing the structures which create injustice in the first place.

It is still early morning at the EU parliament, one day in May. Adelaïde

has the floor. In front of her sit hundreds of young climate activists and re-

searchers. Already in autumn 2018, together with Anuna and many other Bel-

gians, she reacted to the Mynttorget group and helped to establish the school

strikemovement. Now she is making a speech, and after her one speaker after

the next comes to the podium. Together, they outline the concrete elements of

a new way of living together, a new view of what economics and politics are.

#BeyondGrowth is the name of the three-day conference (https://www.beyon

d-growth-2023.eu).The president of the commission, von der Leyen, says the

opening words and then hands over to those who are demanding a way of liv-

ing which would be very differently structured from the one her commission

is holding on to.

Many follow these speeches online on the live stream across the world dur-

ing the three days. And slowly, the feeling takes hold that something is shift-

ing, here and now. A new future is becoming visible to those who have gath-

ered.The 300 or so professors and young people paint an astonishingly consis-

tent picture. Kate Raworth says – firstly – that we can align our society with

a “doughnut” goal, rather than with abstract GDP growth, which means fo-

cusing on a “secure and fair space” to guarantee that all needs are met with

enough means for a dignified life, without breaking the planet’s limits. Jason

Hickel adds – secondly – that for this, basic services can be established collec-

tively and provided to everyone unconditionally (not only regarding health and

education, but also transport, energy, and housing). Thirdly, the debts of the

Global South should be cancelled, and reparations should be paid. Raj Patel

calls – fourthly – for this tobe combinedwith a transformationof the economy

in the Global North, meaning that people and nature in MAPA regions would

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu
https://www.beyond-growth-2023.eu


352 David Fopp: The Youth Climate Uprising

no longer be exploited. Julia Steinberger then describes how resources world-

wide are enough for everyone, ifwepay attention to the logic of sufficiency.She

also tweets that she feels like Pippin inThe Lord of the Rings, achieving historic

deeds beside Gandalf, Aragorn, Gimli, and Frodo – though such comparisons

make it particularly noticeable that somany female professors and young peo-

ple are setting the tone here. For a few hours, it feels as if a convivial, globally

just postgrowth society might be a possible future.

What would have been unthinkable four years ago is now right in front of

us: a vision, and not a niche phenomenon but a potential new mainstream.

Whathas longbeendiscussed at universities andamongyouth activists, is now

entering legislative spaces: queer feminist texts in the tradition of Silvia Fed-

erici, inspired by the early texts of intersectional feminism by writers such as

AngelaDavis,andbydecolonial theories and the ecological theories ofVananda

Shiva.

And still, during these hours it also becomes so clear that barely anyparty is

standing up for this vision at all, including the left-wing and green partieswho

are hosting the event; they could change. And soon, we also hear from people

such as Emma River-Roberts (2023), who point out that the perspective of the

workers’movement is still mainly lacking, and is atmostmentioned generally,

for instance in the context of tradeunions. If this vision of society comes across

as being focused on limiting the use of energy and the throughput ofmaterial,

thenhardly anythingwill be gained; that is the argument.That iswhy the voices

seem so important which emphasise all aspects of democratisation (including

Bell 2020): from organising workplaces, to property relations. And that every-

one, ultimately also on a global level, has access to the basic services which are

necessary for a secure existence, particularly workers in the fossil sector.

Many of those who then take the floor (including Johan Rockström) also

explain what the alternative would be – what it would mean to continue as we

are. The climate crisis is currently growing at a brutal rate. Southeast Asia is

breaking all records. And the global meteorological organisation WMO sud-

denly shocks everyone by saying that there is a 32 percent chance that the next

five years will, on average, already exceed the 1.5 degree rise in temperatures

(WMO 17.5.2023).
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On the way to global democracy

These ideas are also discussed by the activists who have gathered in Stockholm

when they found thenewunitedmovement for theSeptemberweekand – even

globally – for the next years.

It is no longer only aboutmovements protesting for general demands. And

it is not about parties or organisations standing up for a concrete program. It

is about combining both to make a movement with a concrete global “system

change program” for intersectional justice.This raises two questions: how this

new movement could be organised, and which forms of action are appropri-

ate – so that the “BeyondGrowth” society can truly be realisedwith the “dough-

nut” goal.

People are afraid that the next four years in the media and in poli-

tics – globally, too – will be shaped by a false, contrived conflict between two

worldviews: between the perspective shaped by authoritarian nationalism, a

male, patriarchal, and conservative insistence on the superiority of one’s own

culture and nation, and the neoliberal perspective which is focused on growth

and global markets. But this depiction of the problem is wrong, according

to many people. Neoliberalism has abandoned people to a competitive fight

against each other within a capitalist market over the last thirty years, public

organisations have retreated from the countryside, the cities have been segre-

gated, schools and the health system have been weakened, and all of this has

contributed to the shift to the right, according to a large part of the research

(Brown 2019). Right-wing populism has grown rapidly, including in countries

such as Germany and the USA.

Soweneed a different description of the actual conflict, some say.With the

insights of the #BeyondGrowth meeting, this could be described in the next

months and years as a conflict between those who legitimise domination (over

nature and other humans), whether authoritarian or neoliberal, both relying

on fossil fuels – and those who want democratic, humane sustainability.

And again, as in the first days of the war, which are now already almost a

year ago, I think of this idea: that we can only stop global heating and the ex-

tinction of species if we realise this idea of one shared humanity (see the chap-

ter about the war and the new global order).

The activists are in contact with the Fossil Treaty group, which is driving

fair global transformation in all areas beyond national borders; with the “com-

mons” group around the Earth4All project, which stipulates that the most im-

portant ecosystems belong to, or must be looked after, by all people transna-
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tionally (Dixson-Declève et al. 2022); with the Doughnut Economics Lab (with

its focus on everyone’s needs within planetary limits) and the Faculty For a Fu-

ture; and with the organisers of the “Global People’s Assembly,” as well as with

those who are working to transform UN structures on a radically democratic

basis.

These initiatives are open for all people and organisations to join; they

complement each other, and all aim to democratise the global transformation.

Those who are interested in stopping the fossil fuel industry can join the fossil

Treaty Initiative. Those who want to change universities and schools as stu-

dents or teachers can join the Faculty for a Future or Scientists for Future and

Scientists Rebellion.Thosewhowant to create sustainable societies locally and

globally can join the Doughnut Economics Lab. And of course, there are justice

movements everywhere which focus on global transformation, like Climate

Justice Now, and international labour movements; and finally, democratic

grassroots movements such as Extinction Rebellion, the For Future groups

and for the younger ones Youth For Climate and Fridays For Future. Without

thesemovements, it is not very likely that fundamental aspects of our societies

will change, if we look back at history.

We can change. Societies can change; they have changed before. But we

have to dare to raise our voices, to organise and unite – against what amounts

to a crime against humanity but is presented as “normal” by so many people;

the parts of society which follow a logic of domination.

Theworkers’movement seems tobedividedon this,between theofficial di-

rection of the trade unions,which globally has a social democratic orientation,

and the groups in the tradition of an international struggle for a just, postcapi-

talist societal structure, in global solidarity. Somewhere in between, the newer

movement for a global “Green NewDeal” is located, which brings together fig-

ures such as Bernie Sanders, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Caroline Lucas, and

Asad Rehman, and continues the work of groups in the Global South and in-

digenous populations, who have already been fighting for so long for a change

in thinking (Taylor 2021).

What shows itself in all these social initiatives and movements is a spirit

of global democracy: to make a common fabric of integrity visible, everyone’s

dignity. In these movements, many are already trying to implement this ap-

proach.We could call it a kind of global “performative” approach.They already

want to see themselves and treat each other as global citizens, so that they can

measure legislation against this and demonstrate through civil disobedience

that the current situation harms our common humanity.
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The (not really) final strike

And on Friday the 21st of April 2023, they gather from all corners of the city

once again, as they do every week, to strike inMynttorget.This time, there are

aroundahundredyoungpeople andadults.Theatmosphere is similar to spring

2019. They have spent more than 250 Fridays together since then, almost five

years.

For the first time, as a definite sign of spring, the ice cream stall is once

again in the square, in all its glory, just as it was in spring 2019. It is warm, a

wonderful spring day, and everyone sits on the wall in front of the canal which

separates Mynttorget from the parliament and brings the water from the

Mälaren lake to the sea. And the first images of the strike appear on my social

media, as they do every Friday. From Japan, Brazil, Finland, while the climate

scientists on television predict the warmest summer since records began.

During these days, it is warmer than it has ever been in human history, for

a whole week (WMO 31.7.2023). One day after another. The world is burning

this summer. Italy reaches 48 degrees – a first in Europe.More than a hundred

people die in Hawaiian wildfires. The sea is warmer than ever before; it has

warmed up much more quickly than expected; with implications for the Gulf

Stream and the future weather patterns around the globe (Readfearn 2023).

Soon, a large part of the world that has been a habitable “niche” for humans

could beuninhabitable (Lenton et al. 2023).And theprofits of the oil companies

are at record levels again (Ambrose 2023).

And then it comes, the school strike on the 9th of June,which is technically

the last one for some of the young people who started the strike movement.

They will be finishing high school before the summer holidays, and thus their

school days will be over. Fromnow on, for some of the young activists, it would

have to be called a “uni strike” or Friday strike.They have held out for fivewhole

years. Every Friday, they have left school to address the public, and with them

somany of the global group.

On those cold November mornings five years ago, I said to myself that I

would mobilise adults so that the children would not be left alone on the hard

ground.That Iwouldnot leave themalone.And so it happened,oneFriday after

another – and through that, the chance opened up to cooperate on founding

Scientists For Future and to help form Extinction Rebellion, to work together

with the best scientists and contribute to democracy research – and to build an

intergenerational global movement with the young people, fighting for their

lives and for those of their peers. “Until politicians adhere to the Paris Agree-
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ment” – that was the official formulation at the start of the school strike.That

has not happened – yet.

What they have achieved in the last five years is incredible. I am often

not sure they really understand how they have changed all our lives and what

they have done for all “earthlings”. What a difference they have already made

through their bravery and courage.Through their friendships and their imag-

ination. I’m not sure they understand how much work they have put into this

fight for their peers, and how grateful so many of us are; and how concerned

we are for their health. And how many of us wish that all the elders would

take responsibility. We should say: we understand; we see you; we get the

problem – we are taking action.

In the last three years of the strike, half of the entire quantity of CO2 has

been emitted which could still be emitted within a 1.5-degree budget, which is

the limitmentioned in the Paris Agreement (Forster et al. 2023). In three years,

it will probably all be gone, this budget, forever. Tipping points of the earth

system are being reached. And as if nothing were going on, politicians are still

just talkingabout “net zero emissions in 2045or 2050.”As if the earthwouldnot

be unbearably warm by then, with further hundreds of species going extinct;

and fellow humans suffering around the world. Ultimately, this is a denial of

reality, an activism for the inhumane status quo.

The big picture – into the future

NewYork suddenly goes dark because of forest fires inCanada.The image goes

around the world: UN Secretary General Guterres stands at the window and

looks out at the filthy yellowish air (IPCC 2023).

The 1.5-degree boundary could already be crossed once for the first time

this year or next year (WMO 17.5.2023); soon it would also be exceeded as an

annual average.The countries of the world, including all democracies, are not

adhering to the Paris Agreement they ratified.

Emissions are still rising worldwide.They ought to stop. The news arrives

that the Arctic icewill disappear completely during the summers, regardless of

how humanity responds (Carrington 2023). And this will continue to fuel the

self-perpetuating processes.
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Why are politicians and politics still not reacting and changing, some peo-

ple ask in the newspapers.There is anger everywhere about the situation –and

love, seeing all the creatures suffering, and all the people who are struggling to

stop it and create better structures.

It seems that we are still trying just to understand and to establish what

substantial democracy would be – in our societies and in activism, locally and

globally.The ideaonly spreads slowly: these are structuresofdominationwhich

shape society to a large extent, structure huge parts of politics and the econ-

omy, lead to crises, and even control forms of activism.They can be replaced by

another world view, new knowledge, structures and practices.

The goal is to create structures and circumstances in movements and in

society, schools, universities and workplaces so that no one is forced to give

up the connectedness to oneself, others and the idea of being humane. This

means especially that adultsmust create a society which enables young people

and children to live in circumstances which don’t force them to lose contact

with themselves and with humanity, through fear, anxiety, lack of resources,

and the sense that the future is insecure and existentially threatening.

There is work for everyone there; a whole range of different kinds of work;

fromorganizing strikes to helpingwith the fundamental transformational ini-

tiatives.

But this demands newknowledge,newpractices ofwhat I called here “sub-

stantial democracy” on a global scale: how to create those social spaces and re-

structure the economic basis (see the chapter on Davos and economics); and
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redefining our relationships as a sustainable “being towards theworld” (see the

chapter on the “many fights”; and the chapter on education for the description

of a prototype centre and the diabolo-model).

A“onepeople,oneplanet”movement for all ofus couldbeorganisedaround

these new centres for knowledge and practices. Every school and university

could develop one, every village and city; not as elitist locations for very few,

but as people’s movements for the broad public.

These centres can bring together the initiatives which have been presented

throughout this book. They can foster a bottom-up movement for a funda-

mental transformation of our local and global society, ending domination

(class, gender, ethnicity etc.) and replacing it with substantial democracy and

care: the Doughnut Economics Lab (new postgrowth, regenerative economics,

forestry, agriculture etc.); the Fossil Treaty Initiative (from fossil to renewable

society); the faculty for a future (education); the concept of bioregions; the

Earth4All creation of commons; and so on. In terms of governmentality: they

are all open to everyone, all individuals on this living planet, as well as to

organisations and movements.They act on the level of citizen movements but

work with the creation of new binding rules.

But this is not enough; the movements which act as handbrakes are still

needed. Real change comes from open, democratic people’s movements – not

to stand in the way as privileged, is central; not creating pressure to fit in with

middle-class NGO culture and communication skills or drop out with shame

(see Bourdieu 2010).

A school strike by children is still one of the strongest political forces we

can imagine. And we need a complementary movement of older activists to

disrupt the status quo for example at workplaces, through non-cooperation on

Fridays or other similar peaceful means. New centres could provide the safety

of mutual aid which is necessary to organise strikes and non-cooperation in

workplaces, to stop the machinery of the fossil society.

We could unite this function of movements as emergency brakes with the

task of building a society which makes everyone’s dignity visible and experi-

enceable; fighting for the new political framework which guarantees uncon-

ditionally and without structures of domination the resources to live a life in

dignity (see appendix for the three pillars and the two principles).

In the sameweek that the fires are raging in Canada and darkening theUN

headquarters, I take part in a “stress research day” at StockholmUniversity, to-

getherwith Isabelle.Loukina, fromSwitzerland,will be visiting in a fewweeks;

the two of them have now known each other formore than four years and have
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organised so many trips and strikes together. At the university we talk about

the experiences of young people worldwide and about the responsibility that

falls on all of us. About anger and fear. About exhaustion and grief, the enor-

mous grief.The emissionsmust stop.The forests must be protected.The fossil

fuels must remain in the ground. And this has to happen fairly. And quickly.

We know that this is possible. There are enough resources for everyone

here on this living planet. What is needed is that we, the people, stand up for

a global, humane democracy; not only as professionals in civil society, creat-

ing “narratives” and “campaigns”, but as human beings organizing ourselves

to fight for new democratic rules and structures, in a transparent waywhich is

open to everyone. Everyone is needed.

In a report on the 17th of May, 2023, the World Meteorological Organisation

states that one of the next five years is very likely to see temperatures more

than 1.5 degrees higher than preindustrial levels. There is even a 32 percent

chance that the averagewill be above 1.5 degrees in the next five years. This is

drastically worse than previous prognoses (WMO2023).

The world’s seas are also suddenly heating up enormously. This, too, is

a development which was not predicted (Readfearn 2023). The razing of the

Amazon rainforest is continuing unabated (Grattan 2023).

In the first quarter of 2023, the oil companies BP and Shellmake unimag-

inable profits of around 15 billion dollars (Ambrose 2023). Similar profits are

made by the financial sector investing in the fossil industry (Bukold 2023).

“The richest 1 percent grabbed nearly two-thirds of all new wealth worth

$42 trillion created since 2020, almost twice asmuchmoney as the bottom99

percent of theworld’s population”, saysOxfam (2023), while showing that the

richest 10 percent account for about half of all carbon emissions in the world

(Oxfam 2015).

And carbon emissions are at an all-time high in June 2023 (Harvey 2023).

In the journal Nature, an article points out that current policies will lead

to global warming creating lethal living conditions for billions of people, dur-

ing the lifetimes of the childrenwho are now protesting. A third of the global

population live in regionswhichwill thenno longerfit into the “niche” ofwhat

is bearable for humans (Lenton et al. 2023).
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Chapter 1: What the Climate Strike Movement

is About

The compass

What is it all about?That is the question I ask Loukina Tille and Isabelle Axels-

son in summer 2020,whenwe look back at the first two years.The two of them

are among the young people who have made the global movement possible.

By now, they have begun their degrees in climate studies at the ETH in Zurich

and human geography at StockholmUniversity.They have been involved in the

movement sinceDecember 2018; they joinedwhen theywere still at school, got

in touch with each other already very early on in the global chats, and met for

the first time in Strasbourg in March 2019, together with sixty other young

Europeans, shortly before the first global strike. Later, they took part in the

World Economic Forum together in Davos. And it was partly thanks to them

that four hundred young activists gathered to develop the movement further

at the Smile meeting in August 2019.

If somebody – withoutknowingabout thenewclimatemovements – wanted

to build a movement to change the world and unite millions of people in the

fight against the ecological and climate crisis, which principles would they de-

cide on?What should be at the core, guaranteeing that hundreds of thousands

of people want to join, and ensuring that it is also quite clear why and how

our societies have to change? What kind of movement have the young people

actually created?

The Fridays For Future document which comes closest to being an expla-

nation of their principles is the Declaration of Lausanne. However, as it was

written only by mainly white young Europeans from 28 countries, it does not

claim to speak for the whole movement; Isabelle and Loukina also emphasise

that. But it is a good starting point for a better understanding of the basic is-

sues.
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During these weeks in summer 2020, I think about the fact that Greta and

her fellow activists could have sat down in front of their school; they could

have adopted a political program, and they could have represented an NGO

or founded a new one. But they didn’t do any of those things, and instead con-

cerned themselves with the core of democracy.They call attention to the pub-

licly funded research institutions of democracy, the universitieswith their aca-

demic researchers, and from the beginning they have been thinking globally,

drawing everyone inwith thehashtag and theEnglishname.And the basis they

start from is the document, the Paris Agreement, which all countries have in

principle already signed and recognised. What they are demanding from the

world is nothing radical, but is only what was already promised to them and

not delivered.

In Lausanne, they summarise this as follows:

1. Keep the global temperature rise below 1.5 degrees compared to pre-indus-

trial levels!

2. Ensure climate justice and equity!

3. Listen to the best united science currently available!

The demand to “follow the science”

The fact that the biggest environmental movement in history has agreed on

these exact principles is not something to be taken for granted.What does “lis-

ten to the science” actually mean, I ask Loukina and Isabelle. And what is “cli-

mate justice”?

“We begin from the facts about the ecological crisis and the climate cri-

sis; that’s our starting point.We are not primarily concerned with opinions or

convictions, like other movements or parties. We start with the crises, their

scientific background, and the knowledge that they are bad for our future and

are already doing damage now. Humans and animals are suffering and will

continue to suffer.”These facts about the world cannot be explained away.That

is why the young activists start from that point. “For the people who call that

into question or deny it,” says Loukina, “we can explain that the context be-

hind the crisis has been demonstrated scientifically again and again. This is

about the laws of nature. And those are different from subjective beliefs.There

is an essential truth beyond our wishes.” Of course, people can be wrong, even

scientists, I think to myself, but with our attempts at explanation we can get
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better at approaching the world. And with “follow the science”, the movement

means above all the fundamental research, not every opinion expressed by ev-

ery scientist. That is why the special report IPCC-1.5 is so important for these

activists. It was published by the UN right at the beginning of the strike as the

politically legitimised result of hundreds of research groups, and it shows why

it is so important not to surpass 1.5 degrees of global warming, not least be-

cause otherwise potentially disastrous tipping points could be reached. The

activists are referring to this consensus in the scientific community when they

talk about following the science.

“Nature is something that lies beyond us human beings and beyond our

projections. We can’t suddenly say that there’s no more gravity, or that higher

levels of CO2 don’t cause global warming. It’s really about molecules and their

behaviour. And they always behave the same way, again and again,” Loukina

continues. “But in Europe and in theworld at the beginning of the 21st century,

we have rather a self-centred attitude, whichmeans that people are quite con-

fusedwhen they’re confrontedwith something that is beyond themanddoesn’t

depend on their opinions. And doesn’t fit into the algorithms that are tailored

to them by social media.They often push the facts away and ignore them.” But

is it necessary for all people to understand the fundamental science behind the

climate crisis before they can react to it? Or is the point that they should at

least recognise the facts? “I don’t even understand all the scientific processes,

and I’m studying them at university,” says Isabelle. “But I understand the cor-

relation between our emissions and global warming, which then in turn leads

to possible disasters. Not many people will actually understand the chemistry

and physics behind all of that, but we should recognise the consequences of

our actions. In that sense, everyone has to understandwhat we cause whenwe

(as humanity) produce emissions, on an individual and a systemic level.” “Yes,

exactly, and it’s also the task of scientists to communicate that,” adds Loukina.

But again, I insist: isn’t it astonishing that the whole movement agrees on

this motto, “Listen to the science,” and directs people to the universities? “It’s

also a reaction to demandswhich are too specific,” explains Isabelle. “The point

is, it’s not about our opinions or about party politics. It’s about understand-

ing the crisis as a whole and realising that we are changing the ‘earth system’,

and that we have to stop doing that quickly. It also gives us legitimacy. We’re

not claiming that we have all the answers.We’re pointing to the research. And

we’re saying to politicians: hey, you have to respond to this knowledge which

is recognised at the universities as institutions that are accepted as publicly

funded parts of the democratic system, and you have to translate it into real
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life, through the appropriate measures.” “And that wouldmean,” Loukina con-

tinues the thought, “that politicians accept that this kind of research exists,

and that we can’t just claim that something else is true and refuse to take re-

sponsibility for the state of the world. We have to push back against this kind

of relativism, the way people don’t actually argue or attempt to get a better un-

derstanding of the world, but instead immediately claim that everyone has a

right to their own version of the world. ‘Listen to the science’ is a way of coun-

tering that.” It starts a conversation, I think tomyself, it calls on people towork

together to get a clearer perspective and look at the world more closely – and

to build the democratic process of decision making on this exchange.

The demand for “climate justice”

And how does the demand for climate justice relate to all that? How does it

come into play? After all, we can understand that the young activists want to

insist that governments follow the Paris Agreement and the science such as the

IPCC-SR-1.5 report, which says exactly what it means to keep global warming

below twoor one andahalf degrees.Thatwebasically cannot produce anymore

emissions. But we can imagine climate and environmental movements – such

as Extinction Rebellion, for instance – demanding this without going into the

dimension of justice. “That has to do with the way the world works,” says Is-

abelle. “That all aspects are connected. If we only focused on one political mea-

sure or demand, we’d immediately see that this is not enough to deal with

the climate crisis. There are so many aspects contributing to the crises that

you soon see that it’s a whole system; these things are connected.” Isabelle and

Loukina point to our societies, how we eat, how we dress, how we transport

thingsandhowall of that is connected; but alsohowourbehaviour in theGlobal

North is connected with the situation in the Global South. “For example, the

overconsumption of clothes and habit of entrusting big companies to ‘recycle’

them in countries such as Sweden in reality contributes to landfill and pollu-

tion in countries like Ghana, negatively affecting the life quality of the locals.”

“We have to organise the transformation in a fair way. Otherwise, it will

hit the people who already have the least say the hardest,” says Isabelle. “They

are the people who have already been treated unfairly for a long time, and who

already suffer from the situation.” “So many things are really connected with

everything else in this global economy, in the way we’ve built it up since the in-

dustrial revolution and colonisation. A change that would be as drastic as the
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oneweneednowcouldalsohave veryunfair consequences.Listening to the sci-

ence and organising the transformation in a fair way means that we shouldn’t

just pay attention to a few countries or a few people, but to everyone, and or-

ganise it fairly and safely for everyone. Maybe that’s also why Fridays For Fu-

ture became a global movement so quickly, because this perspective was there

from the beginning. To not only listen to the western science, but also to the

people disproportionately affected by the climate crisis.” “In Switzerland, we

discussed the demand for climate justice for a long time,” Loukina explains.

“After all, at first it just looks like two concepts glued together. But it makes

sense.We have to get from A to B quickly.The way we choose to go from A to B

is in essence an ethical choice.We have to make sure that we keep everyone in

view.”

Butwhat is justice? I think about the facts, such as the fact that each person

should only be able to emit about 1.5 tons of CO2 per year if everyone in the

world is allowed the same amount.Thiswouldmean that the richer Europeans

would have to reduce their emissions by 90 percent within ten years. Instead,

theywant to use offsetting to buy their way out by paying poorer countries and

maintain their standard of living. Is that fair? The most affected MAPA and

BIPOCpeople are often emitting the least (see the chapters about the economy;

and about intersectionality).

“The way you define justice is based on your values,” says Loukina. “Yes,

and different people have different values,” adds Isabelle, “depending on their

political philosophy.” Does that mean that there is no shared understanding

of climate justice? There is something like a fundamental understanding of

the concept, both of them agree. That richer countries have to pay more than

poorer countries, through something like “fair shares,” and that they have to

reduce their emissions more quickly (http://civilsocietyreview.org/report2018

). And that there is something like a historical burden when it comes to emis-

sions, but also the exploitation of the regions known as the Global South by

the Global North in fossil societies for the last few centuries. And that the in-

dividual steps of changing society, which we all have to take together, must be

arranged to protect people with fewer resources within each country, as well

as people in the Global South.That also means financial reparations and help

with the damage that has already occurred, and which continues to increase.

Together with the otherMynttorget activists, Isabelle has already been in con-

tact with Isak Stoddard, who has worked out a detailed model to calculate all

these individual aspects of justice (Anderson et al. 2020).
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“Obviously, different people have different concepts of justice,” the two of

them continue. “Some of themmight emphasise that the state should guaran-

tee everyone’s freedom.Others would say, no, it’s mainly about ironing out the

unequal starting conditions and reacting to structural discrimination when it

comes to gender, class, and ethnicity.” “That is why it’s important that Fridays

For Future addresses all these dimensions. Young people with different value

systems shouldbe able to join.But it is difficult tounderstandwhy somepeople

should have fundamentally better conditions than others; for instance, when

it comes to overall CO2 emissions or ecological footprint. That’s a question of

dignity and decency.”

“Within the movement, we also have to check the arguments again and

again and challenge each other,” says Loukina. “What does your freedom

mean if other people’s freedom is limited by your behaviour? Not all con-

cepts of equality and fairness are equally good. We can make progress there.

Seeing freedom as being based only on conscious decisions, for example, is

too simplistic; what if there are options you know nothing about? We need

philosophers who define concepts such as justice and freedom in a new way

for our time, with the arguments that are relevant to the global climate crisis.”

“Yes, and it’s about deciding criteria based onwhat wewant to achieve.We can

measure justice by that.” “No one should suffer. Everyone should have a decent

life. No one has the right to exploit others. Why should some people have it

better than others, or live at other people’s expense by using up a bigger share

of the emissions pie?”

The connection between the three demands and the question
of system change

So, all three demands are connected, I think to myself as I look back at our

conversation. After all, the Paris Agreement says that the actions of individual

states should be measured against criteria and principles of fairness and jus-

tice. All countries have committed to that, without taking it seriously so far,

given the enormous emissions which continue to be accepted and hidden be-

hind the concept of “net zero goals 2050”.

“Follow the Paris Agreement and the science which explains what it means

to keep global warming well under 2 and if possible 1.5 degrees, and put

the principle of justice into action.” What makes the construction of FFF’s

demands special is that each individual element looks innocent. Democrat-

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Chapter 1: What the Climate Strike Movement is About 371

ically legitimised politics (the Paris Agreement); science (IPCC-SR-1.5) and

ethics (justice). But the combination of all three is so explosive! If we want to

transform politics fairly in such a way that global warming and the ecological

crisis are kept in check, we must reduce emissions in richer countries as fast

as possible, while distributing power and guaranteeing everyone a decent life.

That is tantamount to system change, a push for democratisation which the

thousands of young activists are getting behind: attentionmust be paid to the

needs of all people, power must be shared and influence on legislation has to

be broadened through participation by larger parts of the population.

In these summer weeks, reports come in from the WMO, the UN’s global

organisation of meteorologists (WMO, 8.7.2020), saying that the temperature

between June 2019 and June 2020 was already 1.39 degrees above the temper-

ature in pre-industrial times, and that there is a 20 percent possibility that in

the next five years at least one year will be more than 1.5 degrees warmer.The

Paris Agreement can still be followed, but the pressure to stop emissions im-

mediately is enormous.

“In Switzerland, we also discussed and introduced other basic demands,”

says Loukina. “System change is necessary if wewant to transition to a just and

sustainable global society. So,we alsomentioned that system changemight be

needed.At the same time,we tried to enable asmany people as possible to take

part in the movement and still establish an internal compass. When it comes

to defining and establishing that compass, we can keep developing better ar-

guments.” “Talking about systemic change or transformation is also sensible

because it means recognising that social and political change has to be holis-

tic,” says Isabelle. “It’s not enough to come along with a demand about farm-

ing.” “Butmost people would probably still vote for parties that don’t believe in

that kind of system change or in making sure the principles of justice are put

into action,” says Loukina. “We have to understand their way of thinking and

arguing, so that we can get them involved.” How could system change come

about on a just basis, the two of themwonder, and think back to what they ex-

perienced in Davos.We have to redefine economics and change our concept of

a good life for everyone. Could that happen at a meeting of the most powerful

people, like theWorld Economic Forum?Could those people design and realise

a fairer and more sustainable system? “They have it much too good, they’re

stuffing themselves with chocolate in the Swiss mountains and they’re never

brave enough to aim for real change.”

How will change come about? If it doesn’t come from cliques of powerful

people, where will it come from –governments? “Yes, this change could come
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from governments,” says Isabelle. “But only if populations, all of us, raise our

voices.”

Grassroots movements, court cases and the new spirit of the time

That is why grassroots movements are so important, I think to myself.

“They are put under pressure not to cling onto the status quo. It’smuch too

easy just to carry on in the same way. We have to make them admit that this

is an emergency. Bringing in laws through normal processes takes about five

years.By then,we ought to have stopped emissions to an enormousdegree.We

can’t go by the usual rules. We need a climate law immediately to really bring

change. How is that supposed to work?” they ask. “I come back to the idea of

citizens’ assemblies, or something similar,” says Loukina. “The way we tried it

out inDavos.Thepublic have to speak out and come together, show thatwe can

come up with different rules. We can decide all together how we want to live

and that we want to reshape the framework of our everyday lives, and actually

do so.”

The courts and the justice system could play a role, I add, through their

understanding of justice, particularly intergenerational justice, and the young

people’s right to a secure future. “On the other hand, they are limited by the

existing laws, a court just gave the green light for the Preemraff oil refinery

in Sweden to be expanded, which will raise the country’s CO2 emissions mas-

sively,” says Isabelle. “In Switzerland, a court sidedwith the activistswhen they

played tennis at CreditSuisse to draw attention to the financing of the fossil

industry,” Loukina counters. In America, a federal court has just ruled that the

Dakota Access pipelinemust stop operating, in a reaction to years of activism.

And another US court has just declared that half of Oklahoma belongs to in-

digenous people, including the city of Tulsawith half amillion inhabitants, in a

landmark ruling (Healy/Liptak2020).And the court cases broughtbyGreta and

fourteen other children against Macron and Merkel are still underway. Den-

mark has established a new climate law, including mechanisms to keep it on

course for the next ten years, regardless of changes in government. In Ireland,

a court has ordered the government to develop a clearer andmore effective cli-

mate policy – as in the Netherlands a few years earlier (Göbel 2019). “Ecocide”

maymaybe soon be recognised as a crime by the International Criminal Court.

With the climate strike and their daily campaigning, maybe the young ac-

tivists are changing the zeitgeist, changing what is seen as reasonable, I think
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to myself. To the point that carrying on in the same way can no longer be jus-

tified ethically, not by any government or any court. Like the women’s move-

ment a few decades ago.Really changing power relations.That is what they are

achieving with their courage, these two, and with themmillions of other chil-

dren and youngpeople, before our very eyes:worldwide, togetherwithVanessa

andHilda in Uganda,Howey Ou in China,Mitzi in the Philippines and Arshak

in Moscow, with whom they are in constant contact, they are shifting all our

standards.

All of themareprepared togo to thepublicwith their strike andbemetwith

punishments and sanctions. They are making a statement that it is no longer

okay to destroy the rainforests in order to produce meat and palm oil; to build

coal power stations; to run banks that maintain this system, so that power is

concentrated with a few people and businesses. The people behind the fossil

society, who are often rich white men, suddenly seem like grotesque creatures

holding fast to the old ways. Maybe the young activists are mainly working on

that: on making sure that one day, digging up coal, oil and gas and burning

themwill be seen as a criminal act, as ethically completely wrong; as will hold-

ing onto businessmodels that concentrate power and do not serve everyone. A

few brave people say: No. From now on, that’s absurd.We are equal, free, one

human race on one planet. It can’t go on like this.

In these summer months in 2020, the permafrost in Siberia melts rapidly.

Suddenly, it is 38 degrees in the north of Russia, and for weeks there is un-

bearable heat that has never been recordedbefore. Scientists talk about their

nightmares caused by the release ofmethane from the thawing ground. And

the destruction of the rainforest continues 50 percent more quickly in Brazil

under the Bolsonaro regime in comparison with the previous year, while the

villages of the indigenous population around Manaus are hit hard by the

corona crisis (Phillips/Maisonnave 2020). At the same time, researchers point

out that the likelihood of reaching tipping points such as the thawing of the

permafrost is already increased by surpassing 1.5 degrees of global warming,

and not only when two degrees are reached (Lenton et al. 2019).

New studies show that the glaciers in the Alps are melting by about one

percent per year (Sommer et al. 2020). By the end of the century, they will al-

most all have disappeared forever, andwith thempart of our drinkingwater.

The German government decides in June to keep coal power stations up

and running until 2038, for almost another twenty years, and promises to pay
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operators such as RWE billions in compensation. The new coal power station

“Datteln4” is added to the grid.

Kevin Anderson’s (2020) study is published in June and shows that emis-

sionswould have to decrease bymore than 12 percent every year fromnowon

inEuropeancountries, for reasonsof fairness. In itsnewCO2law, theSwisspar-

liament instead aims for a decrease of about 25 percent within Swiss borders

over the next ten years; this is less than a third of what the Paris Agreement

would require.

The climate crisis increases the frequency and intensity of natural disas-

ters worldwide. In Uganda, Hilda gets in touch when Victoria Lake floods. In

China, flooding is so bad thatmillions of people lose their homes. HoweyOu,

who isoneof thebravestof theglobalbandof rebels,writesadespairingtweet

in the middle of July in the midst of the floods and raises the alarm. On the

sameday,Arshak is arrested inMoscowforparticipating in the climate strikes,

and taken away by the police.

The Keeling curve in August shows that CO2 concentration in the air has

reached 417 ppm, the highest level since about 3 million years ago, when sea

levels were several metres higher. Despite this, during the corona crisis, the

richest countries invest much more in the fossil economy than they do in re-

newable energy (Simon 2020).
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Chapter 2: On the Relationship Between

Young People and Adults

How We Can All Write History

A wakeup call – how do we get through to the adults?

What is needed now? Awakeup call for everyone, those in power and thewider

public? “An alarm clock can just be switched off,” say Loukina and Isabelle, “set

on indefinite snooze.” “We need something else.”

That makes sense to me: the danger is that parliaments and govern-

ments – and with them a large part of the public – will simply continue to

delay everything. That they will say: “There is a problem, and we’re taking it

seriously. We have goals (such as ‘net zero and climate neutrality by 2050’)

and we will give the markets incentives to change things as necessary. We are

investing more in green projects.” At the same time, they refuse to base their

plans on concrete emissions budgets. This means that young people cannot

know whether emissions will really go down. It is totally unclear what their

future will hold. Until now, this hesitant political strategy has not achieved

much, particularly on a global level.The CO2 concentration in the atmosphere

continues to climb, and accordingly, so do global temperatures – with all the

devastating consequences, including drought, floods, and ruined harvests, in

the warmest decade since records began.

It’s “wilful procrastination,” as Isabelle says. “We have to open everyone’s

eyes and keep them open, not just wake them up,” Loukina adds. “Their noses,

their ears, their sense of taste – so that they can’t start dozing again.” What

would be needed so that all of us could once again sleep peacefully and breathe

deeply? She recalls a quote fromJoannaMacy (2014): “Of all thedangerswe face,

from climate chaos to nuclear war, none is so great as the deadening of our re-

sponse.” We need to make sure that a gigantic social project has been set up
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which will really take the crisis seriously and stop global warming and the loss

of species. We all ought to be sitting down together, admitting that there is a

crisis, and defining and implementing a new framework. That would be pos-

sible within a few weeks or months if we were allowing ourselves to feel and

connect to the crises in the first place.

Publicity

“But how do we change public opinion? There are so few public spaces,” says

Loukina. “We need citizens’ assemblies in which everyone can take part. Peo-

ple don’t want the foundations of their own lives to be destroyed.” As can be

seen from opinion polls in April and June 2019, at the time of the first global

strike and the XR blockade of London, public opinion is shifting. Suddenly,

more than half of British people believed that politics should react quite dif-

ferently to the ecological and climate crisis, including by declaring a state of

emergency (Barasi 2019). A “disruption” led to a change in public opinion.

“We children and young people can make a unique contribution to solv-

ing the crises,” say Isabelle and Loukina. “We’re still prepared to think uncon-

ventionally, or rather, to think sensibly.We are not caught in the mechanisms

that explain away thedangers,developedby thosepowerful people at theDavos

WEF – and this is whatmakes our contribution necessary.” Isabelle and Louk-

ina think back to the first strike, to the moment when they made that step.

“I shouldn’t do it, I shouldn’t do it, I thought, but it is so important,” says Is-

abelle. “And then it almost becomes a routine, and when there was one time

that I didn’t go on strike, it felt so wrong.” “We always went on strike from 10

am,” says Loukina. “So we really went out of the school, which is a big step be-

cause the teachers are right there.You take amegaphone,andyou call: leave the

school, go on strike! We knew we wanted the right thing, that we didn’t want

to avoid going to lessons but to draw attention to the crisis.We explained to all

classes in the school why it was important, and then we called out: It’s time to

strike!”
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The role of the adults

What is the role of the adults, of the broader population? “You could use the

image of a handwith fingers. Fridays For Future is one finger, the one that was

initiated by us young people and led by us. Adults can help by being supportive

but not suddenly taking on leading roles,” the two of them say.

“Their task is mainly to believe in us, to trust us,” Loukina explains. “We

have our unconventional ideas,we do things thatmight bewrong, butwe need

this freedom. Adults can get fully involved in the parents’ groups or the sci-

entists’ groups.” “But that doesn’t mean that we don’t need everyone.We need

themas parts of a comprehensive climate justicemovement, a handwith all its

fingers,” Isabelle continues. “Unfortunately, it often seems like only youngpeo-

ple and grandparents are really involved, but not themiddle generation,which

is in power. That’s why we tried to make a general strike happen, to bring all

working people into the movement,” says Loukina. “We need everyone. Many

people may have briefly thought about the climate, but everything happens so

fast, and people forget again what’s important.That was the good thing about

the Week For Future in September, when all of us protested together in the

streets.”

But isn’t there still a problem that it’s the adults who have caused this dire

situation, and that they are now the ones with power, casting a shadow over

the children’s future? “That dynamic does exist, and sometimes we’re incredi-

bly furious, includingwhenwe’re standing in front of politicians.But that does

change with time. Sometimes we no longer expect anything from them, be-

cause they have such a narrow view of their own options.” “It’s as if they can’t

grasp the crisis as a crisis. They’re trapped in their way of thinking.” “But this

definitely can’t be about the younger generation rejecting and despising the

older one.We’ve never said that, we’ve just said that wewon’t forgive them and

we won’t accept their actions, unless they start looking for a solution with us.”

“We need the power and strength of the adults on our side. It also isn’t about

mistakes by individuals; it’s a systemic problem. And some of them have been

fighting for decades in all parts of the world for their survival and for the pro-

tection of nature.”

“Butwe children still relate to theworld in a differentway.We’remore free,

more independent, and oftenmore open.We’re not as corrupt, and as a group

we don’t care that much what adults think. Adults should listen to us much

more,” Isabelle continues. “Especially if we want to change all the underlying

conditions,we have to bring in young peoplemuchmore,” says Loukina. “Basi-
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cally,politics and the economyandeven thewhole of society shouldbebasedon

principles which young people fundamentally understand, otherwise some-

thing is wrong,” she adds. “That is also a kind of power struggle, because it’s a

question of worldview.”

The best thing that can happen at these moments, in my experience, when

young people and adults work together, is that wemanage to see what is most

important, to see the whole picture, and to see what would be needed in or-

der to change all the conditions, so that it would work out well for everyone.

We should include the young people much more, I think to myself, and show

them real respect; we should lower the voting age and give them a voice in all

institutions.

“When we spent a few weeks working at all levels, locally in Lausanne, na-

tionally and globally, we were able to ask ourselves this question: what does

the global justice perspective mean here in this city or in the region? And vice

versa,” says Loukina. This, I think to myself, is the perspective we need now,

as we develop new rules for our shared life.We shouldn’t just be continuing as

usual with a few corrections, but should have the courage to set out the nec-

essary framework, to outline what is “really needed.” That is similar to what

Scientists For Future are doing with Maja Göpel and Kate Raworth, who has

been testing out her doughnut model in many cities together with the people

who live there (Boffey 2020).

If we now sketch out the common principles and agree on themdemocrat-

ically, locally, and globally, we need this holistic compass. A compass for chil-

dren and adults everywhere, pointing towards what we would need for a dig-

nified life, for all of us.We have to hold onto this global and local holistic view

and make it accessible to everyone in such a way that a continuous movement

emergeswhich everyone can get behind.Then youngpeople could relax, know-

ing that the adults are taking care of the world and trying to create as much

security as can ever be possible in interaction with nature.

Conclusions for all of us – into the future

How can adults just carry on as usual and not try to ensure that this fear disap-

pears now, I askmyself.We could sit down as an international community, to-

gether, and change the underlying conditions so that productive energy would

emerge; that’s the utopian ideal. That is how we humans work, my students

at the university and probably most other people: as soon as we have a shared
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framework, principles and rules, andwe can rely on people following them,we

have energy – for instance, that is how it was with the first global strike, when

we really only knew the date and the basic demands.

“Change doesn’t just happenwhenweget new information,” Loukina adds,

“or when we’re called on to behave differently, but when expectations change

in terms of what’s seen as normal. We can shift the expectations of the whole

population, including the people in power.”Often, these young people are pre-

sented in the media as a moralising or puritanical group. But they are not ac-

cusing other people; their target is the framework or themindset (Göpel 2016);

they want to shift normality so that we can learn to live in a sustainable way

that works in the long term.

Those are the two alternatives, I think to myself. Either we go on as we

have been for the last thirty years.With diffuse goals for “climate neutrality” in

2050,annualCOPmeetingswhere barely anythinghappens,market incentives

for consumer-focused change, slightly different flows of investment, hopes for

new negative emissions technologies, everything only coordinated loosely on

a global scale, and fossil fuels being treated as goods to be managed nation-

ally – and the likelihood that emissionswill only fall slightly, if at all, and global

warming will continue.

“There always seems to be a higher authority,” says Loukina. “The people

in power give you the feeling that they can’t actually do anything. So that you

ask yourself the whole time: but then where is the power that could change

something?They often act as if they aren’t responsible at all. Barely any of them

say: yes, that’s right, we’ll bring in new legislation now. I might not be elected

again, butwho cares, I’ll domy best to act on the science and try tomitigate the

crisis.” “Andmany of them are so convinced that they’re doing enough, or they

claim that this isn’t their area, but instead has to be solved at a global or local

level,” Isabelle adds.

The alternative: together, as a global population, living together in such a

complex biosphere, we establish a new set of rules to respond to the crisis as a

crisis.We decide, as we did with a contract for nuclear disarmament, that the

coal, gas, and oil have to stay in the ground, because the GAP report says that

the existing infrastructurewill produce somanyemissions in thenext tenyears

that it will be impossible to uphold the Paris Agreement, because the earthwill

become more than 0.5 degrees warmer (UNEP Production Gap Report 2019).

Andweagree onhow this canhappen fairly.Wedecide on emissions budgets at

a global, national, and local level (and perhaps an individual level), so that we

can be sure that emissions in richer countries will be reduced every year and
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will soon be stopped. We decide together that the rainforest in Brazil, Congo

and Indonesia will not be razed any longer to meet western demand for meat

or palm oil, but on the contrary, that forests will be protected and expanded,

that powerful countries like Germany and China cannot rely on coal power any

more, and that no new investment by Swiss banks can go into the fossil soci-

ety, because that is not compatiblewith the emissions budgets.Weunderstand

ourselves as being an integral part of nature.We reposition ourselves in a non-

extractive and non-abusive relation to our surroundings and other beings.

In this way,wewill create trust in each other. And a gigantic shared project

for the whole of society. We will give influence to those who have knowhow

when it comes to sustainable agriculture, town planning and so on.Butwewill

not start with these sectors, but with the basic underlying framework (see Ap-

pendix). It is this crisis management which we now have to achieve together,

fairly, through discussion. And at the same time, we can formulate it in such a

way that we can stand up for it, young and old, and work every day to realise

it; through disruptions, but also by building a broad popularmovement on the

other, and through jurisdiction and education.

This, I think to myself, is the wonderful thing about FFF and S4F, and

this is what makes the story of the last two years so important. They have not

only shifted public discourse through their strike andmademillions of people

aware of the ecological and climate crisis.They have alsoworked on this frame-

work the whole time, by uniting with us, the scientists. That was our shared

project, which actually started already after a few days in September 2018,

when we were inspired by Greta’s idea and sent the first #ScientistsForFuture

email to various professors in different disciplines in different cities and said:

we need to support these young people, and we need to show that what they

want is not impossible.

This whole time, we have been using public funds to work on ideas for the

sustainable transformation of society. We are able, at least at some institu-

tions, to bring together climate science and ethics and develop precisely the

framework needed as a result of research, globally and locally. And we are able

to think systematically, as the young people are asking – when it comes to the

financial sector and the economy ingeneral, for example.Howexactly the over-

all picture of this transformation of society will look is something we might

not yet be able to know.There are countless scenarios. But the framework can

be sketched out. “And to think of the framework, we need to face three well-

known counterproductive feelings: judgement, cynicism, and fear. From the

moment that wemanage to hold back, even for some seconds, our inner voices
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of fear, cynicism, and judgement,wewill be able to let the sketch of the frame-

work emerge in us. But that requires a lot of courage, compassion, and curios-

ity (Scharmer 2009). That is part of our democratic duty and our central task,

all of us who work, teach, and learn at universities. We need to let the future

emerge,” says Loukina.

In the weeks after two years of joint activism, there is a sketch of such an

alternative,whenGreta, togetherwith scientists and other FFF activists, sends

a letter to theEU,and twenty FFF activists from theGlobal South send a similar

letter to theG20 (as described in the chapter on the corona crisis and in the Ap-

pendix). Somany discussions were needed before we reached this framework,

both among the young activists and among the scientists. Precisely that is the

story of FFF and S4F, as well as the story of the discussions between Isabelle

and Loukina. They have had so many conversations, already at the beginning

inStrasbourg and then inLausanne and inDavos.Howexactly shouldwe stand

up for these principles? Should we negotiate climate action plans with scien-

tists, or only rough outlines? What should these look like; what does climate

justice mean for these plans? In spite of differences of opinion, they have not

lost themselves in thedetails,buthavekept their sharedproject in view.AsReto

Knutti says (Ryser 2019), the big environmental problems (such as the damage

to the ozone layer) have never been solved through incentives. We all need to

be given a jolt which brings us onto a different level by changing the under-

lying conditions as a response to the crises. As soon as this has happened, we

can start on the real work.We need to change our lives. And this process must

centre those, and be led by those,who aremost affected by injustice and crises.

Taking the crisis seriously as a crisis, as the corona crisis was taken seri-

ously: thatmeans changing the fundamental rules and adjusting them to real-

ity. And it means agreeing on the principles and establishing them democrat-

ically, locally, nationally, and globally. By admitting that we are vulnerable and

totally dependent on each other, across national borders. And now we need to

bringourselves onto this new level of living together.Twoyears ago, therewas a

sign and a sheet of A4 paperwhichGreta tookwith her.Thenfive youngwomen

had the courage to join her,week after week, evenwhen no one took any notice

of them and nothing happened, in the cold and rain. And now a global move-

ment exists, with tens of thousands of young activists and scientists who have

set up a program we can build on, and which can be joined by all people who

are active in other movements, whether for justice or for the climate, such as

XR or the NGOs, to form a huge shared popular movement.
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On a Friday, at some point, we can say to each other: we agreed together

to protect the rainforests, to stop emissions, to keep fuel in the ground and

to look after everyone’s basic needs worldwide on a just basis. Painting this

picture of a shared new crisis agreement might be an important part of what

Loukina and Isabelle describe as “opening people’s eyes”: not onlywaking them

up and making them aware of the crisis; not only protesting, but making it

clear to them that we will only be quiet when we, all of us, have changed the

rules.Andnot in any oldway,but in theway thatwe all need, as interdependent

creatures on a living planet.The idea for themechanismsneeded already exists

(see Appendix).

Then we can wake up in the morning and know, or at least hope: oh, the

oil will stay in the ground in Venezuela and Saudi Arabia, and the coal will

stay in the ground in China and Germany.The forests will stay standing. Peo-

ple are eating plant-based diets. Energy is being produced more decentrally

and sustainably. And above all: no one can dominate others or exploit them.

Along with the oil drilling towers, we will dismantle the injustice which op-

presses many people (especially children, women, and BIPOC), and which has

oppressed them for so long, through this fossil society which benefits just a

few people. On the contrary, we will make sure all people have what they need

to live, as equals.Wehave the tools and the ideas to do it.Wehave a democratic

framework; and we are millions of people, young and old. We will not give up

until this has been realised. And along the way, we will go on inventing new

ways andmeans to realise this together, with disruptive, nonviolent direct ac-

tion at the centres of power, so that those in power can no longer keep going

as usual, and with broad educational efforts. Everyone is welcome, everyone is

needed.
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What a Global United Climate Movement

Could Fight for

The Basic Principles for Social and Political Change

What would a global, united climate movement be about?Which new rules do

we need as one people on one planet?

The following outline was inspired by the cooperation across generations

between the young activists of FFF and all the other climate and justice move-

ments at theCOPmeeting inMadrid. It is based on the conviction thatweneed

abroad,global,democratic popularmovementwhich everyone can join. In this

sense, the ideas go beyond those of FFF and XR, but adopt key points from

them. The following proposal shares the same basis as most of these move-

ments: what follows here spells out the Paris Agreement, to which almost all

countries and parliaments have already committed themselves.

The world is burning.What we need is a global movement, political in the

broadest sense. We cannot continue to watch while the Amazon rainforest is

razed toproducemeat for theGlobalNorth; as coal power stationsarekept run-

ning in Germany and at the same time tens of thousands of jobs disappear in

the solar and wind energy sector; as billions of animals are killed in Australian

bushfires; as millions of people in Bangladesh, China, and Mozambique lose

their homes to floods, and as Swiss banks continue to make money by invest-

ing in the fossil industry.

We need a collective global reaction, as one people on one planet, a cooper-

ation between all movements, big and small.They can present a joint alterna-

tive to the approaches which are currently doing such damage to the world, to

children and young people’s futures.

What could be the core of such a social and political change, the key ideas

that all people could stand behind? Ideas which would shape the foundations

of our shared life sustainably, within ten or at most fifteen years, worldwide?
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All movements, governments, and organisations can bemeasured against this

framework, and they can be called upon every day to realise it – while we can

work every day to contribute to it.

Overview

We should build on three pillars and two principles:

(1) Fair global, national, and local greenhouse gas emissions budgets with ac-

tion plans and legally anchored regulations which immediately bring in

dramatic reductions to emissions in all sectors, rather than abstract goals

such as “climate-neutral, net zero 2050”, which mean nothing in absolute

numbers; so that worldwide in a few years almost no emissions are pro-

duced, because this is the onlyway to staywithin the 1.5 and “well below 2”-

degree limit.This includes fundamental protection for forests and oceans,

aswell as shifting to regenerative agriculture and focusing on secure plant-

based nutrition rather than on animal “products”.

(2) Local and global organisation, for example with the help of a global treaty

(“Fossil Fuel Non-Proliferation Treaty”), to keep fossil fuels (oil, coal, gas)

in the ground; and at the same time an immediate stop to the financing

and building of all fossil infrastructure, while continuously downscaling

and dismantling the existing infrastructure by around 7–10 percent each

year on average (different countries have greater or smaller obligations),

as a reaction to the “UNEP Production Gap Report 2019” (on this, see https

://www.fossilfueltreaty.org and Newell et al. 2018).

(3) Resources should be provided to meet everyone’s basic needs, in the form

of global basic services and a basic income, transforming ecosystems into

commons. A rapid, publicly and democratically funded transformation of

the energy system towards 100 percent renewables, inspired by global, na-

tional, and local scenarios from researchers such as the Stanford Group

(Jacobson et al. 2019) and the group around Teske et al. (2019), which cal-

culate such an immediate shift for 150 countries and describe it in detail.

This funding plan should be combined with aid for populations who have

already suffered damage and are expected to do so in the future, and who

are already most affected by the climate crisis.
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The following two principles of substantial democracy should apply through-

out this transformation:

(A) social justice (global, national, and local, to dismantle inequalities and

injustice; Global North and South; BIPOC leadership) and equity or fair-

ness (as stipulated in the Paris Agreement and the Convention on Climate

Change) should guide every step,

(B) leading to and based on the grassroots democratic principle of non-dom-

ination from an intersectional perspective (eco-feminist, anti-racist etc.),

in relation to all areas of society (gender, class, ethnicity, etc.), with a focus

on the democratisation of politics and the economy, and on creating hu-

mane social spaces, in which everyone can live a life in dignity, repairing

the damaged common “fabric of integrity”.

These three pillars and twoprinciples could produce the frameworkwe all need

so urgently, which would take the ecological and climate crisis seriously as a

crisis.What does this mean in detail?

The three pillars

(1) Zero emissions budgets according to IPCC-SSR15-Scenario1

(rather than setting goals for particular years such as “climate

neutrality in 2050”), including the corresponding action plans

for all sectors

Every political measure should focus on the overall quantity of greenhouse

gases being emitted and on reducing themdrastically every year fromnow on,

if global heating is to be reduced. And if we are to stay within the 1.5-degree

threshold worldwide, only around 300 Gt CO2 can still be emitted (from the

beginning of 2021); around 45–50 Gt are emitted annually (Anderson et al.

2019). In a few years, all of this will have been used up and we will be drawing

even closer to dangerous irreversible tipping points (the Arctic ice; the Amazon

rainforest; permafrost; etc.); we have probably already passed some of them,

with disastrous consequences (Rockström et al. 2023). Adhering to this tiny

global budget (without relying on unrealistic reductions by negative emission

technologies, which we do not have), means that richer states must reduce
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their emissions by more than ten percent per year and reach almost zero

emissions towards the end of the decade.

Thebudgets can be broken down to the global, national, and local level, and

can become relevant as a political framework for all legislation.

This requires systemic transformation across all sectors of society within

about ten years, a system change, by making standards stricter every year by

several percent, for example. According to theUN research reports, thismeans

an immediate shift to renewable energy, including massive reductions in en-

ergy usage; itmeans switching tomainly vegetarian (or vegan) diets and estab-

lishing regenerative, careful agriculture; it means shifting to public transport

and to fossil-freemodes of transport in general; itmeans sustainable construc-

tion with less cement; and it means approaching the political economy, the fi-

nance sector and themonetary system in such away that the economydoes not

force us to exploit nature andother people (concretemeasures are sketchedout

here under the heading “Possible policies”; see also Hickel 2021 and Raworth

2018).

By 2030, at least 30 percent of the world’s land and seamust be designated

as commons throughUNrulingsandprotected (Rockström2020); forestsmust

truly be preserved, “rewilded”, and expanded. Burning “biomass” cannot be

classed as CO2 neutral.

States, communities, and institutions must immediately develop such ac-

tion plans for all areas and calculate budgets for emissions within each coun-

try, as well as for emissions from consumption. (Even the countries which are

supposedly themost progressive, such as Switzerland,Germany, and Sweden,

still do not obey emissions budgets. Plans are not transparent in terms of real

emissions; emissions are calculated in such a way as to allow loopholes, often

meaning that only half of the real figures are included;Thunberg 2022.)

The details of what is to be achieved are a matter of democratic discus-

sion, following the two basic principles of fairness and non-domination (see

“Possible policies”). However, this means democratically reshaping the public

sphere and the definition of participation, to ensure thatmedia and education

do not primarily serve private interests, and to prevent the lobbying that dam-

ages democracy. Because richer nations have already emitted a disproportion-

ate share of greenhouse gasses, they must – through a joint fund – contribute

their fair share to ensuring that poorer countries can establish sustainable en-

ergy systems. This fair share can be calculated state by state (Anderson et al.

2020).
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(2) Stopping the building, financing, and running of new fossil

infrastructure, and dismantling existing structures on a globally

just basis; perhaps through a global treaty analogous to the nuclear

Non-Proliferation Treaty

According to the UNEP Production Gap Report, the fossil infrastructure (oil,

coal, gas) we are currently building or planning to build will already make it

impossible for us to adhere to the 1.5-degree limit. In the next ten years, up to

double the quantity of fossil fuels permitted within the 1.5-degree limit will be

extracted and prepared for burning.

That is why we need immediate political action, which could take the form

of a global treaty, so that we as global citizens can stop this process in a socially

justway, leave fossil fuels in the ground andmark themas “toxic”.This could be

modelled on theNon-Proliferation Treaty on the production and spread of nu-

clear weapons. We can and should define the extraction and burning of fossil

fuels (aswell as the profitsmade from them) as toxic and potentially analogous

to pressing the red button.There is already a scientifically supported proposal

suggesting how this global treaty could look (Newell et al. 2019). States must

implement these demands as quickly as possible and initiate a process intro-

ducing the treaty (see https://www.fossilfueltreaty.org). It would be even bet-

ter, even if it sounds utopian,would it be to organise a global conference – rep-

resenting the global population – which decides how much oil, gas and coal

can be taken out of the ground, and where exactly, in a fair way; so that we can

guarantee that most of it stays in the ground.

The first step in this direction is to put an immediate legal stop to the fi-

nancing of the fossil industry (by large banks, pension funds, universities, etc.)

and to ban the construction of new fossil infrastructure across the world.

(3) Building a renewable, global-local energy system (inspired

by the Stanford Group around Jacobson (2019) and Teske et al. 2019),

and creating joint global sustainability legislation which –

as an expression of global democracy – provides the most important

existential resources to everyone unconditionally

(“global basic services/income”)

But it is not enough to stop emissions and keep fossil fuels in the ground.This

can be complemented by working together to build security and to provide the

most important resources for a dignified life to everyone unconditionally.
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A public fund could be created, through which an immediate transforma-

tion of the global energy system can be realised (through fair shares and the

idea of charging a fee for the use of ecosystems as “commons”; Dixson-De-

clève et al. 2022, as an example). There are already detailed calculations and

plans, fully costed in terms of public funds, for the construction of a global-

local renewable energy system, planned out for 150 countries, combined with

calculations to improve public health (Jacobson et al. 2019; Teske et al. 2019),

without relying on non-existent technologies or nuclear power. It is essential

to focus on saving energy, above all among the richest ten percent of the popu-

lation.This fundingmust be connectedwith aid to help countries and commu-

nities which are already affected by loss and damage caused by climate change

and which will be increasingly severely affected. On this, the Least Developed

Countries have themselves made concrete proposals (www.reeei.org).

So that this drastic reshaping of societies can succeed worldwide, we need

existential security for everyone, particularly the workers in fossil sectors,

which could be provided through unconditional basic services and perhaps a

basic income (see Schmelzer et al. 2022).This can also be seen as a step towards

the project of a global democracy, which treats all world citizens equally (on

this and debt relief, see e.g. Fraser and Lessenich in Ketterer/Becker 2019).

The two principles

Throughout this fundamental transformation of our societies, we can be

guided by two principles which both stem from the same idea.This idea is that

we are all dependent on each other because we live together on a living planet,

and the task is to care for this home and for each other (which also ought to be

stipulated in a new version or “article zero” of the UN Charter).

(A) The principle of justice and fairness

The Paris Agreement already demands that all governments adhere to a prin-

ciple of “equity” throughout their legislation. “Social justice” is alsomentioned

in the context of shifting to a sustainable society. All states have committed

to this.This principle has a historical dimension (based on previous emissions

and on colonial profits), a global dimension (of the Global North and South)

and a national dimension (of unequally distributed resources).
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Globally, this principle implies that richer statesmust contribute their “fair

share” (see civilsocietyreview.org) and help poorer states both with the transi-

tion to renewable energy and with current and future loss and damage caused

by the climate crisis; as well as listening to the knowledge and leadership of

indigenous people. At a national and local level, for example, theremust be ef-

forts to counteract unjust distribution and unequal access to participation and

the resulting inequalities in relation to CO2 emissions.

This principle of equity or justice also means that richer countries have

smaller emissions budgets than poorer ones; emissions must be stopped in

these richer countries throughnew regulations aswell as lifestyle changes, and

not “bought” somewhere else.This means that geoengineering, carbon offset-

ting and carbon trading are not fair options. This is about real changes, not

about the outsourcing of reductions. In particular, non-existent technologies

for negative emissions should not be planned into calculations by any govern-

ment, as is currently the case everywhere.Thishas alreadyhaddramatic conse-

quences for the public understanding of the necessary emissions reductions.

The standard againstwhich this should bemeasured is that of intergenera-

tional justice (as a principle of freedomset downby theGermanConstitutional

Court). Children are rightly demanding that the generation of those in power

should finally take on responsibility.

This general principle of justice can also be understood in such a way that

the MAPA communities which are especially affected by the crises should be

protected the most.This goes both for indigenous populations and for BIPOC

peopleworldwide, aswell as for the poorer sectors of society and for thosewho

live with disabilities.

(B) The humane principle of non-domination and democratisation

Aswe transformour societies,we can implement the fundamental principle of

democratisation,whichdemands thatwedismantle existing relationships and

structural relations which rely on domination, and prevent similar ones from

developing; both in relation to nature (ecocide; soil leaching; livestock farming;

forest clearcutting) and in relation to other human beings. All humans should

be able tomeet each other on an equal footing.Research in the humanities and

social scienceshasprovided intersectional analyses ofpower structures for this

transformation (in relation to gender, sexual orientation and ethnicity, etc.,

and in terms of overcoming class structures); and corresponding proposals for
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how humane, democratic structures can be realised so that no one is forced to

give up “connectedness” to oneself, others and nature.

All theproposed solutions for theglobal,national, and local transformation

required should satisfy these demands. And transnational solutions (such as

the problematic Green Climate Fund) can be organised in such a way that par-

ticular segments of society or individuals donotprofit fromtransformations at

the expense of others; and that structural power relations are instead disman-

tled.Thestructureof the economyand thefinance sectormustbecomesustain-

able and be adapted to this principle of non-domination (see the chapter on

the economy).This idea thus leads to a demand for the substantial democrati-

sation of politics and the economy, and a deepening of democracy which ex-

pands democratic participation far beyond participation in elections and in-

volvement in political parties.This means that education also has to be organ-

ised correspondingly, and young people and science have to be given a clearer

place in the collectivepolitical decision-makingprocess across society (perhaps

in the form of a climate task force).

Through this, we can turn our attention to the shared fabric of integrity,

which connects all of us with each other and with nature – and which was and

is damaged by colonial history, indifference and oppression.

The goal

Often, the goal is formulated as follows: this is about a dignified democratic

shared life for everyone on a habitable planet. Or, in slightly more detail: it is

about really working together to meet everyone’s basic needs (from nutrition,

equality andhousing to education andpolitical involvement) in away that does

not exceed planetary limits (climate, biodiversity, pollution, nitrates…; see Ra-

worth 2018; Göpel 2016; Hickel 2020).This fundamental direction – alongwith

the humane democratisation principle outlined above, which abolishes prob-

lematic power relations – coulddefine thedirectionof all policies in global,na-

tional, and local documents, and replace existing political and economic goals

(especially the goal of exponential GDP growth).

That is the framework which could guide everything.
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Possible policies enabling the transition to a sustainable
global society

Thequestion of how exactly this framework (the three pillars and the two prin-

ciplesof justice andnon-domination) should thenbedeveloped in reality – this

is the democratic debate which we should now be conducting in all possible

arenas (in citizens’ assemblies, parliaments,media and the public sphere, and

within the grassroots movements).

One proposal among others, which is emerging as common ground in the

climate movement (see Hickel 2020, Petifor 2019, Göpel 2016, Hornborg 2017

and Raworth 2018, as well as Hällström 2021) would implement the three pil-

lars (global, national, local, and perhaps individual emissions budgets; a global

fossil fuel treaty and a global renewable energy system) and two principles as

follows:

• It would include global (!) unconditional basic services to ensure survival

beyond hunger and poverty, and possibly a basic income (through a fee for

the use of ecosystems as “commons”, see Dixson-Declève et al. 2022); this

would make it possible to value care work more highly, balance out power

relations (gender, ethnicity etc.) and really meet the needs of all people; it

would partly be tied to location so that fewer goodswould have to be trans-

ported (Hornborg 2017).

• This would be combined with the introduction of “positive” money, mean-

ing that the arbitrary power of banks and the dynamic of debt and interest

would be dissolved; central banks would be run democratically and would

invest in sustainable transformation. Corporations would be transformed

over time into substantial democratic organisations (cooperations; various

forms of shared ownership; charitable foundations; state property, and

so on), which would produce goods sustainably for a circular economy,

particularly so that the 100 corporations which produce most emissions

worldwide can be replaced with sustainable organisations, and sustain-

able products are valued economically; leading to immediate democratic

control over the fossil fuel sector and its phase-out.

• At the same time, a green public fund (also created from fees paid for using

the “commons”) would help to develop a renewable energy system which

would give people decentralised power over energy provision.

• In all sectors (building, transport, clothing, nutrition, and so on), sustain-

able models would replace current approaches (see e.g. the future visions
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created by Scientists For Future, which sketch out climate action plans for

all sectors). This goes particularly for agriculture, which UN reports have

said must immediately move away from animal to plant “products” and

lookafter the soil in theprocess; aswell as for regenerative forestrypolicies,

whichmust completely shift away fromclearcuttingandmonocultures and

no longer regard the burning of biomass as carbon neutral.

• Annual regulations can use increasing standards to reduce emissions in all

areas (depending on a country’swealth; Anderson 2019).As outlined above,

it would be necessary to use fair shares to guarantee poorer countries the

possibility of developing their infrastructure to enable a dignified life for

everyone.

Regarding international and transnational cooperation (see the chapter on a

new global order), we could establish a form of convivialismwhich would con-

ceptualise and facilitate security andpeace in a newway.An “article zero” could

be added to the UN Charter, describing us as an interdependent population

living on an earth which we must all look after together, with all the conse-

quences of that for stewardship of the “commons” (Dixson-Declève et al. 2022:

“Earth4AAll”) and for global citizenship rights. Security should be redefined

in existing documents and realised through peaceful means, and the Security

Council should be reshaped on ademocratic basis.TheGeneral Assembly could

be extendedwith a “second chamber”, a Global People’s Assembly whichwould

be a grassroots democratic reflection of populations and would pay particu-

lar attention to children, non-humans and future generations, as well as in-

corporating scientific knowledge about the crises, and thus expanding formal

democracywith a substantial crisis task force,whichwould protect people and

not only states, and therefore oversee the implementation of the Paris Agree-

ment. This structure of a “second chamber” (citizens’ assemblies led by scien-

tists whowould pay attention to planetary limits and to the needs of all, as well

as to responsibility for future generations, children, and non-humans) could

also be adopted by local and national parliaments (see Pelluchon 2019).

Regarding the health and education sectors (see the chapter on education),

the result of this is that in terms of curricula, teaching methods and research,

wemust emphasise and investigatewhat has beendefinedhere as spaces of in-

tegrity, “being in contact”, and relating sustainably to the world.This involves

seeing humans as embodied social beings with imaginative abilities, who live

in problematic power relations with each other and with nature.Those power

relations can be replaced with democratic relationships: so that education it-
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self becomes transformative and regenerative, centring care and the compe-

tences and knowledge (which may be non-academic or indigenous) that en-

able an understanding of the crises and the development of a sustainable so-

ciety for all students and teachers. Educational institutions (and health insti-

tutions) can thus become places where substantial democracy is practised and

lived; they can change their institutional logic of competition, becoming coop-

erativeplaceswhich contribute to the societal transformation towards aglobal,

sustainable convivialism (McGewon/Barry 2023; Raffoul 2023). One possibility

to achieve this could be by establishing a “centre for sustainability” at every ed-

ucational institution, which explores this new sustainable way of being in the

world and makes it accessible for curricula, teaching methods, research, and

institutional change.

Thismeans that aswe shape our values and culture, a relationshipwith na-

ture emerges which defines freedom in a new way (see the chapter on democ-

racy): no longer following John Locke and defining integrity as the guarantee

for abstract freedom on the basis of property rights, which in turn means the

power to dispose of property, even in relationships of domination and abuse.

Instead, freedom can now be understood as the enabling of integrity, the col-

lective repairing and opening up of democratic relationships on an equal foot-

ing, as a new, structurally relational concept of democracy, which is comple-

mentary to the concept of human rights, and is focused on the democratic abo-

lition of domination in relationships (gender, ethnicity, class, etc.), and on the

caring, humane contact which becomes possible through that.

Such measures would correspond to the Paris Agreement. But there are

certainly also other scenarios which would match the criteria of the frame-

work.The central step is the anchoring of the framework in legislation and the

creation of democratic forums which can discuss how it should look in detail.

The movement

The populations of this living planet could stand together for these changes

as a global democratic political movement which not only addresses all gov-

ernments directly, but also represents the prototype for a global democracy.

The demands of the three pillars could be applied to all levels, from the local to

the global.They provide a standard against whichwe canmeasure the political

rules of governments, parties, institutions, movements, and the relevant ac-

tors in society, and correspondingly allow us to protest against the status quo.
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As a framework – better than a list of specific policies, or conversely, a list

of general demands – they set outwhat can be done immediately (for instance,

stopping the building and financing of all new fossil infrastructure) and at the

same time offer a long-term compass.

However, implementing them requires quite ordinary people “like you

and me” to begin to rebel, and not let themselves be misled by talk of “climate

neutral net zero emissions 2050” – which is far too late for richer countries.

The governments of states such as Switzerland, Sweden, and Germany are

miles away from the transformation sketched out here. Let alone the regimes

in China, Russia, and Saudi Arabia. If we continue as the states with their

NDCs (national reduction plans) are proposing, the young people who are now

striking will live in a world which is two or three degrees warmer when they

are older. A world which is hell for billions of people and would remain so.

Weneed anuprising of the hesitant and the fearful.Weneednew collective

political rules, and for that we need a united movement.Worldwide.

The methods

In order to make this new framework (three pillars, two principles) a reality,

to take the crisis seriously and really change politics worldwide, a spectrum of

methods can be used.

Three processes can be coordinated.One of them is the development of the

“emergency brake” function which is exemplified so clearly and so well by FFF

andXR.Wecannot allow the fossilmachineryof society simply to continueas it

is. In order to bring about real change, school strikes are one excellentmethod;

blocking themain squares in different countries is another. Civil disobedience

is legitimate; it exists as a democratic tool (Chenoweth/Stephan 2012).Histori-

cally, the best effects have been achievedbymassive,non-violent blockades and

protests in the centres of power, lasting for days.

It is crucial for the movements themselves to practise and organise sub-

stantial democracy in an inclusive way. That also applies to the relationship

between the generations: the welfare of children must have priority; we must

pay attention to unequal power relations. (Meanwhile, small organisations run

“top-down” with enormous financial means can damage and divide not only

society, but also themovements.Theaimcannever be to delegate activismonly

to the professionals.)
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The second task is to draw attention to what is needed now in practical

terms. Climate strikers and Scientists For Future are working on “visions of

the future” which can be implemented immediately and would enable emis-

sion-free, fair societies by the beginning of the 2030s; these are shaped by a

systemic thinking which does not simply list one hundred proposals as a cata-

logue of demands.

However, not only researchers, but all people as experts in their areas of

work (Workers, Architects, Teachers, Economists, Designers, Doctors, and

Nurses – united as People For Future) can immediately set out to contribute

concrete ideas and actions to this transformation, and to report on their work

and share it with others as part of the movement.

So that this can happen, we need a continually united movement which

everyone can join.That is the third strand: this includes spreading knowledge

about this shared framework (with the three pillars and twoprinciples), so that

all people can work for it in their specific local and global contexts. One imple-

mentation could be to create centres in every school and university, in every

village and town,where all dimensions of substantial democracy are explored,

and which can also serve as meeting places for movements.

And this is perhaps what is now needed most: the awareness that this is a

crisis and that we need crisis regulations, meaning a new framework and ac-

tion plans. This could be the way for us to ensure together, globally, that the

rainforest is protected, that oil fields are not built in the Arctic, that existing

coal power stations stop running and are no longer financed, and that in the

same process a humane, sustainable, just society develops, in which all people

can lead a dignified life, because we cooperate to provide and share resources

to meet basic needs and repair the damage of the past (regarding gender, eth-

nicity, etc.; racism,colonialism).That iswhy thosewhoaremost affected by the

ecological and climate crises, often people in theGlobal South andBIPOCpeo-

ple, should have the leading roles in this movement, while the biggest changes

must affect the richest in the Global North.

That is what we can stand up for now, peacefully, together.
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Epilogue 

Manyof theactivists, including theyoungerones, theolderones,and the scien-

tists, are peoplewhomight prefer to sit under a tree at the edge of afield, chew-

ing a blade of grass, looking at the world and dreaming about getting caught

up in an adventure.

Manyof themwould like nothingmore than to return to that place, to those

summer evenings in Augustmany years ago,when the heat was not yet so bru-

tal. One day, maybe, all the “earthlings” who protest will set off in summer to-

gether and sit under a tree.And look back at the dayswhen theywere caught up

in an almost absurd story, together with all of us. But the suffering cannot be

reversed, and nor can the destruction caused by the crises. The summers will

not suddenly become colder. If a radical collective transformation does suc-

cessfully take place, only the worst can be prevented.

By then, we might succeed in changing politics fundamentally and stop-

ping the corporations in the world which are responsible, through the trade in

fossil fuels, biomass, and the corresponding financial instruments, formost of

the emissions.All of us can then look at the development of a renewable infras-

tructure which connects the world, at the almost complete shift in nutrition

from slaughtering animals to plant-based food; to a different school and uni-

versity which include everyone in exploring what it means to be in the world

sustainably; to cooperation on providing unconditional basic services and re-

sources to all people; and to a fairer world for all of us creatures on this planet,

“world citizens”, beyondoppression anddomination in relation to gender, eth-

nicity, class etc.; as humans who have dared to look at the damage caused by

colonial history and who have tried to react to it by enabling justice and a hu-

mane convivialism (see appendix).

All we need to do is pause what we are doing, take a deep breath, and get

organised. We can all become part of the movement for a sustainable, global

democratic society.
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Many people would like the world to change; they would like security, and

enough to eat for everyone. Many have had enough of the terrible fires in the

rainforests, of the droughts and floods. And they want to contribute – even on

a long-term basis – to stopping all of this.

Fridays For Future (and Extinction Rebellion) has introduced the idea of

a global united grassroots movement, with the help of scientific research and

universities. Now what is needed is to strengthen this idea. Not by trying to

intervene and tell the young peoplewhat to do.Older activists can take on their

own responsibilities, as teachers, carers, parents, grandparents, or simply as

people.

For that, we need a different form of organisation than simply taking to

the streets now and again: a real popular movement which not only fights for

but also embodies a substantial, humane democracy, with corresponding ex-

plorative centres. In most countries, politics has not changed. Emissions are

rising worldwide year by year – except for the drop due to the pandemic. And

fossil infrastructure continues to be expanded in many places.

How dowe stop this process and deepen democracy? How dowe approach

that? Not merely by coming up with party policies; those just end up disap-

pearing in the mass of proposals. But at the same time, abstract demands are

too unclear; hardly anything changes. Seeing the ecological, social and climate

crises as interdependent crises means drawing attention to a new framework

with action plans and standing up for it, in an uprising of all of us, until it has
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been realised (see the appendix for the three pillars and two principles). Dur-

ing the last five years, young people,movements and scientists haveworked on

it, building on decades of research and the long history of the struggle against

the ecological and climate crisis (a struggle which has often taken place in the

Global South and been led by BIPOC communities).

What does it mean to say that we will stand up for this until the frame-

work is realised? How? By continually working together and seeing ourselves

as onehumanity,part of the same“fabric of integrity”, the “people…for future”;

amovementwhich everyone can join,withoutmembership,without giving up

the identity of othermovements or organisations.The core:we standup for the

three basic ideas and two principles for global, sustainable democracy. Every

day, together. Towards governments, institutions, universities. Until we have

made thema reality.WithFriday strikes and civil disobedience in the centres of

power. Andwith education, knowledge transfer, and continuous organisation.

All those of us (who live in privileged circumstances with the required

resources) can take on three roles. We can be the emergency brake which

strikes, signalling non-cooperation with the fossil society with all its struc-

tures of domination, and literally refuses to allow the machinery of the “Great

Acceleration” to go on running, creating pollution, burning down the forests,

and insisting on oil, coal and gas, producing so much pain and suffering.

As Workers, Artists, Developers, Economists, Teachers, and Parents For

Future, as experts in our areas, we can build sustainability and not only dream

about it; we canmake it a reality and report back on this, collecting knowledge

about the dimensions of substantial democracy.

And finally, everyone can contribute to this: we can continually make the

new framework clear which we now need as a crisis reaction (see appendix).

We are here and can help each other, building up centres and spaces for edu-

cation and support. We can draw attention to crucial scientific findings. We

knowwhat it means tomeet everyone’s needs,within planetary limits. Andwe

willmake sure that happens, as an intergenerational, intersectional and global

movement. Everyone is needed, everyone is welcome.
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Illustrations

Many thanks to Jana Eriksson,who tookmost of the photographs in this book.

As well as being a photographer, she is an important part of the climatemove-

ment in Sweden and Stockholm.

Other photos were taken by David Fopp (p. 32, 34, 37, 71, 79, 90, 94, 148, 151,

159, 173, 203, 213, 214, 256, 267, 274, 303, 314, 356, 364, 400), Isabelle Axelsson and

LoukinaTille (p. 198,220),TonnyNowshin (p. 224),Carl-JohanUtsi (p. 221),and

William Persson (p. 150).
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