
Chapter 2: Smile For Future in Lausanne

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.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312-015 - am 13.02.2026, 13:53:26. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470312-015
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Chapter 2: Smile For Future in Lausanne and Scientists for Future 183

“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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