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Abstract 

Climate change is the biggest global threat to our planet today and youth will bear the 

brunt of this threat (Currie & Deschênes, 2016). Recently, we have seen youth stand up 

and become activists for climate. This qualitative study was conducted on media 

representations of youth climate change activists because of its usefulness for exploring 

the complexity of youth voices, and how they are ignored. This research focuses closely 

on Swedish teen activist, Greta Thunberg, currently 18, and Autumn Peltier, 17, a 

Canadian Indigenous activist and Chief Water Commissioner of the Anishinabek Nation. 

By employing Foucault’s theory of discourse and power, the sociology of childhood, and 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989, herein UNCRC), this 

research provides new insight on our representations of youth activism. Through analysis, 

there were seven distinct discourses related to the research questions: adults as 

supporters, active actors, westernized viewpoints, lone and collective activism, media as 

a gatekeeper/catalyst, hierarchical and power relations, and dismissal of children. 

Findings showed that to change media’s perceptions of youth activism, we must first 

challenge the discourse of childhood innocence, while also still holding relative power in 

a non-authoritarian way. The UNCRC (1989) also needs to be integrated further within 

schools and policy implementation as even though childhood globally shares the same 

inherent rights, not all youth activists are being afforded the same opportunities that 

Swedish teen Greta Thunberg has been given. 

 

Keywords: climate change, youth activism, climate rights, youth climate change activists, 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Rationale 

At present, climate change is one of the biggest threats to human existence, and 

while many people believe it is a problem to be solved, it should be better 

understood as a bio-social phenomenon wherein climate change is not only due to 

natural causes or human activity (Lee, 2013). Instead, it should be understood as a 

mix between the two, as climate change does not respect rigid disciplinary or nation-

state boundaries. As explained by Birnbaum and Thigpen Tart (2014), climate 

change is not a ‘for’ or ‘against’ proposition, much like many other environmental 

health issues. Rather, the health of the planet and all of us who live on it are 

interconnected and interdependent. Previous research has stated that a significant 

portion of CO2 emissions comes from humans doing mundane everyday routines 

(Lee, 2013) which become difficult to change and are often understood as being 

important to everyday life.  Therefore, it is challenging to alter our daily activities to 

be more environmentally friendly (Yarrow & Fane, 2019). 

Often children and youth are more aware of environmental disasters occurring 

outside of their home countries than those within them (Bartlett, 2011), and 

examples of this might be the deforestation of the Amazon or the Australian 

wildfires, which attracted worldwide attention. Since there has been an increase in 

the world's temperature each year, youth in their home countries might see these 

disasters as a natural progression whereas youth from other countries are more aware 
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that these events outside of their home countries are abnormal and, therefore, they 

become active against climate change.  

Recently, we have seen an increase in the number of children and youth 

becoming activists in the fight against climate change, with Swedish teen, Greta 

Thunberg, and her Canadian Indigenous peer Autumn Peltier (Cohen, 2019; The 

Canadian Press, 2019) as widely known environmentalists. My current research set 

out to investigate media representations of youth climate change activists because of 

its usefulness for exploring the complexity of youth voices and how they are 

portrayed. In so doing, I analyzed scholarly research, and mainstream media 

utilizing Twitter and Amazon Prime documentaries. There were also policy and 

general documents dealing with children's activism in the media included. While the 

debate around climate change typically does not revolve around the impact it will 

have on children, it is now known that there is a 'janitor' effect, where we leave our 

offspring to fight this problem by themselves if we choose to do nothing (Currie & 

Deschênes, 2016). 

With the fame that Greta has received for her climate strike, the positives also 

come with negatives, and the skepticism that comes from world leaders and other 

adults surrounding children's activism on climate change can be seen in the negative 

social media responses towards Greta and Autumn, along with similar responses to 

climate strikes held by millions of students across the globe (Kaplan, 2019; 

Sengupta, 2019; Singh et al., 2019; Taylor & Watts, 2019). These negative 

comments from the public and media sources have made these young people appear 
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more as 'rebels' than activists, and this has led to my interest in this topic focusing 

both on children’s rights and children’s participation. Thus, the aim of this 

qualitative study is to analyze media portrayals and constructions of these young 

activists, and through their voices, draw upon the core principles set out in the 

UNCRC (1989). For the purposes of this research, the UNCRC (1989) definition of 

youth will be used and as such, is anyone under the age of 18.  

Conceptual Framework 

The new sociology of childhood (James & Prout, 1990; Prout & James, 1997; 

Prout, 2011) will be used as a theoretical framework to guide this research and shape 

my choice of the documents collected to connect them back to a Foucauldian 

Discourse Analysis. Utilizing the sociology of childhood relates to the research 

objectives which set out to critically investigate how youth activists are portrayed in 

mainstream media, and to show the inequalities faced by children and youth fighting 

climate change (Prout & James, 1997). Appearing first in the 1980s, the ‘new’ 

sociology of childhood drew from several theoretical frameworks, such as, 

interactionist sociology, structural sociology, and social constructionism (Prout, 

2011). It emerged during a period of social change in both academic and popular 

spheres which was heralded as the postmodern era, or an era where the concept of 

absolute truth was challenged and understood as socially constructed (Prout & 

James, 1997; Prout, 2011). The sociology of childhood was created to open a space 

for childhood to be studied in sociology, as well as to confront the complexities and 

uncertainties of childhood (Prout, 2011). Within the sociology of childhood, there 
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are six core aspects: childhood is a social construction, childhood is a variable of 

social analysis, children’s everyday lives are worthy of study, and children are not 

passive subjects of social structures but active actors, ethnography may be the most 

useful methodological approach to understanding children and childhood, and 

childhood theorists and researchers also play a role in reconstructing childhood 

(Prout & James, 1997). The three most important aspects of this theory are discussed 

in the following section as they are the only three aspects that pertain to this study. 

Childhood as a Social Construction  

Childhood is shaped by social, historical, and cultural forces, as well as everyday 

structures, including family, education, and social groups. Opposing traditional 

developmental models, these distinctions highlight childhood as shifting and 

contextual, differing across geographies, time periods, and social contexts. 

Importantly, the pluralization of childhood to 'childhoods' recognizes that no two 

childhood experiences are the same and therefore should not be homogenized or 

universalized (Prout & James, 1997; Prout, 2011). The foundation of the sociology 

of childhood is to see childhood as an unchanging social structure, while still being 

concerned with the large-scale differences in the performance of childhood across 

societies (Prout, 2011). By this, childhood is a permanent structural feature of 

society which also must focus on illuminating how childhoods are experienced 

across time and space, rather than a universal fixed state (Leonard, 2016). By 

confronting our social constructions about childhood, this also allows us to consider 

that children are worthy of understanding and are experts in their own lives. 
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Children’s Everyday Lives Are Worthy of Study in Their Own Right  

Children have the right to participate in decisions that affect them, and the 

sociology of childhood acknowledges children's expertise in their own lives, 

allowing them to articulate their own life experiences without adults imposing 

(Freeman, 1998; Mayall, 2000; Prout & James, 1997). Both childhood and 

adulthood are, therefore, treated as effects produced through discourse (Prout, 2011). 

While discourse is typically seen as a way of organizing knowledge that allows for 

the structuring of social relations through societal norms, Foucault's (1981) view of 

discourse is broader than linguistic approaches, as it is considered that discourses 

occur at different levels of organization and power (Foucault, 1981). The new 

sociology of childhood seeks to explore children's experience by using them as 

experts in the present rather than in terms of the future adults that they will become 

(Leonard, 2016). This framework aims to bridge the divide between children and 

adults where, like adults, children are competent and have agency (Leonard, 2016). 

For this research, agency is best understood as "an essence of humanity that is either 

enabled or suppressed by circumstances. Or, as an emergent property of human 

interaction that has no settled character, that dependent on circumstances may 

properly be considered the property of individuals or collectives" (Yarrow & Fane, 

2019, p. 129). Understanding agency is critical as we now discuss children being 

active actors and the role that agency plays. 
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Children Are Not Passive Subjects of Social Structures but Active Actors  

The sociology of childhood does not believe that children replicate the social 

processes that they encounter, but rather actively try to make sense of them, which 

results in children negotiating and challenging these social processes. Children are 

therefore persons with the ability to influence and act in the world around them 

(Prout & James, 1997). The agency that children possess is often glossed over and 

taken to be an essential characteristic of humans which does not require explanation. 

The difference in the sociology of childhood is seeing that children have agency and 

placing responsibility on the researcher to recognize it (Prout, 2011). The idea that 

children are human ‘becomings’ rather than beings needs to be understood as a past 

concept, rather than an ongoing statement. Human ‘becomings’ cannot be a timeless 

statement by which children magically grow out of and into an adult human being, 

as is evidenced by the constant changing and wide range of ‘age of majority’ ages. It 

has now become impossible to dissect an exact point where childhood ends, and 

adulthood begins (Prout, 2011). 

 According to Yarrow and Fane (2019), the sociology of childhood is a sub-

discipline of sociology that is meant to address the lack of studies done on children 

within this field. The goal of this framework is to create a space for childhood within 

sociological discourses while also confronting those same discourses for their 

ambiguity and complexity when defining childhood. Part of this approach is to view 

children as active agents rather than seeing childhood as a 'period' to be outgrown. 

While children are typically perceived as incapable and lacking knowledge, the new 
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sociology of childhood argues that “while differences between adults and children 

should be acknowledged, they are simply that, differences” (Yarrow & Fane, 2019, 

p. 81). By looking at Yarrow and Fane, this shows that there is in fact a binary 

between children and adults which will now be discussed in relation to childhood 

innocence. 

Childhood Innocence 

 To further understand how discourses are shaped within childhood, the social 

construction of childhood innocence must be discussed. The discourse of childhood 

innocence relates directly back to the theory of the sociology of childhood, and to 

Foucault’s thinking between power and discourse. These powerful discursive 

‘truths’ about childhood are taken up by individuals and institutions and are 

perpetuated through everyday relations in power (Robinson & Davies, 2008). In the 

1600s, theorist Rousseau shifted views of childhood to a state of innocence, 

protection, and perfection (Robinson & Davies, 2008) and since then, we have 

continuously built off this idea that children are innocent by nature. Adulthood and 

childhood became polarized worlds where the child was the powerless other in the 

worlds of adults, who become gatekeepers of knowledge and experience to preserve 

that essence of childhood innocence (Robinson & Davies, 2008). This binary allows 

children to be socially constructed as “innocent, immature and dependent in 

comparison to the critically thinking and ‘knowing’ adult (Robinson & Davies, 

2008, 244) This related directly back to Foucault’s theory of knowledge and power 

and “allows for an understanding if the way in which childhood has been 
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constituted, defined, organized and spoken into the ‘natural order of things’ within 

the realm of human development” (Robinson & Davies, 2008, p. 344). By utilizing 

the new sociology of childhood theory, it allows us to examine how childhood is 

discursively formed and socially constructed through modern critiques, universal, 

and biologically fixed understandings of childhood that is perpetuated by early 

psychology (Robinson & Davies, 2008). Further, Mayall (1996 as cited in Robinson 

& Davies, 2008), a theorist for the sociology of childhood explains that children’s 

lives are “lived through childhoods constructed for them by adult understandings of 

childhood and what children are and should be” (p. 344). However, discourses 

shaped around childhood may also lead to view children and youth as “asocial or 

presocial, which results in an emphasis on their inadequacies, immaturity, and 

irrationality (Jenkins, 1998 as cited in Robinson & Davies, 2008, p. 345). Focusing 

more on concrete terms, children’s activism will now be discussed in relation to the 

UNCRC and the rights that children possess under the given convention. 

Intergenerational Justice Theory  

 Intergenerational justice theory focuses on what we hypothetically owe to 

unborn generations, without considering what we owe to the existing younger 

generation (Tremmel, 2009; McQuaid et al., 2017). Previous research claims that 

youth participants are overlooked because of their ‘legal and social positioning’ in 

social and environmental policy spaces (Duckworth 2013; Meyer, 2015; McQuaid et 

al., 2017). Power has three faces: decision-making power, non-decision-making 

power, and ideological power. As described by Thew, Middlemiss and Paavola 

(2020), decision- making power is when a specific group shapes the decision-
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making process so that the group's preferences are realized in the outcomes of the 

decision. Non-decision-making power is shown through the agenda, ensuring that 

certain issues are included or excluded and identifying whose preferences shape the 

decision-making regardless of the outcome. Lastly, ideological power is how other 

participants shape their perceptions and articulate problems and solutions; this type 

of power occurs when a group is unable to express their true preferences because 

they clash with the preferences of a more powerful group.  

Analytical Framework 

The document that was chosen for the most significant analysis portion of the 

research was the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 

1989). This is the most widely and rapidly ratified human rights treaty in history. 

The global adoption of the Convention has standardized a set of common rights for 

children globally by providing clear criteria for all member states and, therefore, 

aims to set a standard discourse that all childhoods must meet.  

 The UNCRC is a legally binding human rights treaty signed by 196 state 

parties and the countries which have ratified the treaty must submit reports every 5 

years to a UN Committee of independent experts for review (Human Rights Watch, 

2014). However, the UNCRC remains difficult to enforce as, 

At least 58 million children are not in school—particularly girls, children 

from poor families, children in conflict countries, and children with 

disabilities. Many children suffer and die from diseases that can be easily 

prevented, including diarrhea and malaria. The International Labour 

Organization estimates that 168 million children are engaged in child labour. 
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Every year an estimated 14 million girls around the globe—38,000 a day—

are married before they turn 18 (Human Rights Watch, 2014). 

Children have the right to survive, to clean drinking water, and a safe environment in 

which to grow (UNCRC, 1989, Art. 24). If these rights become threatened, children 

also have every right to be heard, and this also refers to climate change as “the 

effects of climate change are challenging the fulfilment of these rights and 

exacerbating the existing vulnerabilities of children – particularly children in 

developing countries who have fewer buffers to protect them as stated by Gallo and 

Strang (2012) who go on to comment that:  

Those who have the greatest impact on climate change are those of us in 

industrialized countries. We consume natural resources and manufactured 

products at an alarming rate to sustain our current standard of living. Young 

people in our industrialized countries may not be responsible for the trends, 

but they have the ability and the responsibility to help improve the situation. 

They can learn about the issues and the solutions at hand. They can be 

inspired to act in their daily lives, in the larger community, or even on the 

global stage (p. 19). 

Bartlett (2011) found that even after extreme events, “children often demonstrate a 

calm, clearheaded capacity to assess the local situation as it affects them and their 

families and to offer constructive critiques of the solutions that are being offered” (p. 

500). Therefore, empowering children and youth around the globe becomes the key 

driving change and sustainability for the long-term protection of the Earth (Bartlett, 

2011).   

 When relating children’s rights to climate change, children alive today and 

those born in the future have a claim to ‘climate justice’ within their home countries. 

This refers to a shift in the common discourse from the melting ice caps, rising sea 
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levels, and greenhouse gases to a human rights movement (United Nations, 2019). 

The Convention stipulates that the primary consideration in all actions of authorities 

must be in the children's best interest. Previous research suggests that a rights-based 

approach can help reduce the impact of climate change on human lives; specifically, 

children (Prasad & Menon, 2018). Utilizing this approach allows for a more 

principle-oriented viewpoint and as a result has attracted more attention and 

acceptance from societal organizations and the academic community. There needs to 

be action taken to adopt climate change policies to reflect the concerns of children 

and future generations, which otherwise fail to be given a specific focus (Prasad & 

Menon, 2018). 

 The four key principles of the UNCRC have yet to gain any significant 

attention concerning policy formation to fight climate change (Gibbons, 2014; 

Prasad & Menon, 2018; Thew, Middlemiss & Paavola, 2020). As these basic rights 

are not being met, there are competing needs of large groups of people that will be 

impacted by climate change, such as children (Prasad & Menon, 2018). 

Research Aims and Questions 

 This study analyzes the media’s representation of youth climate 

activists across multiple news sources to show the public discourses 

constructed regarding youth climate activism. Using the sociology of childhood 

framework and a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis approach (Prasad & Menon, 

2018; Prout, 2011; Prout & James, 1997; UNCRC, 1989), the aims of this 

study are: 
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1. To investigate how youth activists are portrayed in mainstream media 

for the purposes of showing that socially constructed discourses greatly 

influence youth portrayal in the media. 

2. To discuss the challenges that children and youths face when 

attempting to make progress around climate change.  

The following research questions were developed based on the objectives of the 

study:  

1. How do media represent youth climate change activists? 

2. How do discourses inform the way in which we understand youth climate 

activists? 

Research Significance 

Climate change is both a phenomenon and a problem that needs to be solved. 

My thesis will focus on the idea that climate change is a bio-social issue that acts as 

a web to connect youth activists from all over the globe. By constructing climate 

change as a bio-social issue, it allows for the discursive analysis of ‘social’ 

interactions and endeavours within the climate change space, rather than focusing 

solely on the environmental impacts of the problem. Even if we were to stop all our 

sources of greenhouse emissions now, there would still be a significant increase in 

sea level, air temperature and wildlife reduction well into the future. As previous 

research has shown, children and youth are typically overlooked in important 

decisions, regardless of their rights. Examining climate change from a human-rights-

based perspective will be a new approach to the topic and will allow for a more 
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principle-orientated viewpoint; expressing the rights that children must be heard and 

participate. Even though it's been shown over decades that climate change has been 

occurring (IPCC, 2019), children are acting today and therefore research needs to be 

conducted to determine the impact that they can have, if any at all. Through the 

proposed research, I will analyze youth activists, negative media portrayals and how 

this impacts the climate change movement, and the importance of analyzing media 

representations to uncover common childhood discourses that cause people to see 

activists in a negative way that is harmful to the climate movement. 

Some youth activist work will be shared within the literature review portion 

of this paper; however, the sheer numbers of 'activist' youth requires brevity. The 

efforts of all youth will be reviewed, and while the investigation will initially focus 

on Greta Thunberg and adult responses she has generated, there are many others of 

her Black, Indigenous and People of Colour counterparts around the world who have 

engaged in similar activities. As the UNCRC (1989) is not typically taught to 

children in Canada, I also believe this research to be an important step in the 

realization of children's rights. This research also may hold nation states accountable 

for upholding the standards that they signed onto when ratifying the Convention. By 

engaging in a discursive analysis, it allows for a wide range of media and policy 

sources to be collected during the confinement of the current global pandemic, and 

for a critical examination of the discourses that impact youth. The term positionality 

both “describes an individual’s world view and the position they adopt about a 

research task and its social and political context” (Foote & Bartell, 2011 as cited in 

Holmes, 2020, p. 1).  
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Researcher Standpoint and Positioning 

 The research aim, questions, methodological approach, the findings, and 

discussion of this study, have been shaped specifically by my own experiences and 

personal ontological beliefs. My standpoint reflects the importance of including 

youth in decisions that affect them and amplifying youth voices. Through my 

academic experiences in Child and Youth Studies, combined with my long-time job 

as a camp counsellor, have aided in shaping my epistemological beliefs to challenge 

common societal discourses regarding children and youth, while also keeping in 

mind their rights under the UNCRC. 

Reflexivity is the attitude of the researcher in correspondence to their context 

of knowledge construction at every step of the research process. A researcher's 

background or position on a piece of literature may affect the results they choose to 

publish; therefore, it is important for the researcher to acknowledge these biases and 

to locate themselves in the research. To start situating myself in the current research, 

I am a white, middle class, cisgender, straight, non-disabled, female student. I am 

privileged in the fact that I am not discriminated against for my race, sexual identity, 

or gender performativity. I have also had the privilege of attending a post-secondary 

institution and have not only obtained an undergraduate degree but have continued 

my education in pursuit of a master's degree. 

I recognize that I may be more cognizant and knowledgeable about current 

global issues than the average person due to the course topics I have studied 

throughout my degrees, but I am a novice when it comes to climate change research 
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and the impact that it has globally. I have never learned about climate change, except 

briefly about greenhouse gas emissions in high school, so this research is being 

conducted from a completely blank slate and my observations and findings were 

shaped completely from what I read in the published academic sources. 

In addition, I am also privileged in this discussion as I am an adult trying to 

understand the feelings and behaviours of youths in response to adults forcing their 

opinions and actions on them. As an adult, I can speak up and be heard more than 

youth in climate change discussions, and it is up to me to use this voice to facilitate 

change in the perceptions of youth activism. Growing up in a Western, Global North 

nation, I have never experienced extreme poverty, nor have I travelled to a 

developing country. These perspectives may make it difficult for me to fully 

appreciate and understand the impact that climate change may have in Global South 

settings as I do not have the same life experiences from which to draw. 

By combining my unique set of privileges and life experiences, I believe I 

can be a major ally for youth in their fight against climate change, and I believe that 

if I were to meet them face to face, it would be easy for me to assume the ‘least 

adult’ role and have them share their perspectives more readily as opposed to what 

might happen with more senior researchers. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The literature review covers documents on children's rights (Bartlett, 2011; 

Gallo & Strang, 2012; Human Rights Watch, 2014; UNCRC, 1989), child and youth 

activism (Cohen, 2019; Community Practitioner, 2020; Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020; 

Kvamme, 2020; Webber, 2020), and climate change (Currie and Deschênes, 2016; 

Gibbons, 2014; Prasad & Menon, 2018; Tanner, 2010). Incorporating information on 

child and youth activism allows for a review of previous endeavours conducted by 

youth, and how they have already been perceived by adults and people in power. 

The examination of the climate change literature will be discussed to fully grasp the 

priority and severity of this problem. By reviewing these academic journals and 

looking into what researchers have said is necessary to reverse our carbon emissions, 

the impact on children and their current and future welfare is also considered as 

climate change is a problem that will be left for the upcoming generations. As 

previously mentioned, the UNCRC (1989) defines ‘youth’ as anyone under the age 

of 18, which was used to contextualize this research.  

Media Representations of Childhood 

 Children today are the most knowledgeable generation regarding technology 

(Peck, 2008; Valkenburg & Piotrowkski, 2017), and since interacting with social 

media occupies a huge portion of children’s time today, Twitter, online news pieces 

and documentaries will be discussed in the following section. This choice was made 

due to the COVID-19 research restrictions and therefore easily accessible data was 

the most realistic approach in relation to the proposed timeline. Media should be 
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seen as not “merely conduits for the transmission of information, but as 

institutionally embedded meaning-making tools that connect people across time and 

space” (Drotner, 2013, p. 15). To analyze the media's portrayal of young climate 

activists, we must first review how the media and their responses have shaped the 

discourses of childhood.  

 Radio, computers, television, video games and the internet only constitute a 

fraction of the electronic media accessible to children and, therefore, they all need to 

be considered a part of the child's multimedia environment, regardless of which 

platform children tend to prefer using (Berry, 2003). News and social media 

(Carmona, 2011; Drotner, 2013; Olsen & Rampaul, 2013; Webber, 2019, Yarrow & 

Fane 2019) tend to draw on the typical assumptions that children are “idle, perverse 

pitiful or abused” (Drotner, 2013, p. 17; Olsen & Rampaul, 2013; Webber, 2019). 

This can be seen through medias reliance on the discourse of innocence to condemn 

the actions of these youth, while also amplifying how girls “appear aggressive or are 

sexualized and in need to counselling” (Drotner, 2013, p. 17). When looking at 

children from the global south, the narrative then becomes that these children are 

“exotic victims in need of protection” (Drotner, 2013, p. 17; Olsen & Rampaul, 

2013). As childhood is a conceptual term, the media interprets and represents 

childhood according to the various social, cultural, historical, economic, and 

political contexts (Olsen & Rampaul, 2013). Social events depicted in news media 

“directly impact cultural functioning in the everyday expression and performances 

by which individuals comprise and sustain their identities and overall worlds" 

(Carmona, 2011, p. 8).  
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 Media panics “serve to raise analytical key questions, including the role 

played by media in orchestrating the panics, the rhetorical strategies employed by 

different interest groups and the power relations involved in prompting some and not 

other issues to become panics at particular moments” (Drotner, 2013, p. 18). Media 

panics are special in the sense that they can shape and distort issues in whichever 

way they see fit. This also allows the media, and rival claim-makers, to concentrate 

the constant panics aimed at children towards what a 'proper' childhood should be, 

and what direction society should take to achieve this (Drotner, 2013). With an 

emphasis on access to new technologies, children are now growing up in a more 

complex society due to the presence of contrasting views on social media. They both 

benefit from and are victims of “a vast multimedia system that has its ways of 

influencing, teaching, and shaping the multicultural beliefs, attitudes, and values that 

children in the United States will hold about themselves and others different from 

them” (Berry, 2003, p. 361). Since these contrasting views are most visible on media 

platforms, the increased time spent using and engaging with social media has 

impacts and interactions into youths’ social environments and the social perceptions 

of youth are “becoming increasingly pervasive and significant” (Carmona, 2011, p. 

8).  

 On the opposite side of the spectrum, as various media continue to cover 

child and youth activism, more recent images showcase an ideological shift from the 

typical idea of childhood innocence to presenting children now as “knowing, 

adultified and sometimes menacing” (Olsen & Rampaul, 2013, p. 23). However, 

children are seen as passive and idle across mainstream media (Olsen & Rampaul, 
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2013). While differences of age, class and gender all shape the ‘respectability’ of 

certain childhoods, they all contribute to the constant victimization of children 

through their intensive media coverage (Olsen & Rampaul, 2013). While children 

are portrayed as victims, they can also be portrayed as ...  

...the black sheep child or menace, as in stories about delinquents, child 

soldiers, and child murderers who kill other children such as the Columbine, 

Colorado, teens, and the two ten-year-old boys, Robert Thompson and Jon 

Venables, who were convicted for the murder of two-year-old James Bulger 

in the UK (Olsen & Rampaul, 2013, p. 26).           

Olsen and Rampaul (2013) also found that delinquency was the most common 

representation of childhood, whereby, the media reinforced these ideas and attitudes 

as they are culturally imagined. However, viewers of the media are starting to look 

deeper into media portrayal to “find children as active social participants, producers 

and consumers of culture who participate in constructing visual images and 

narratives through their global participation on the internet” (p. 27). 

The media has been a key proponent in the message of climate change, often 

publishing false narratives without all the facts, or focusing on the negative aspects 

of children's activism regarding climate change, such as the harms of walking out of 

schools, or the ‘disrespect’ youth show to their elders. As an example, previous 

articles have been published by the New York Times titled ‘The Problem with Greta 

Thunberg’s Activism’ (Caldwell, 2019), ‘Greta Thunberg is Taking a Holiday 

Break. ‘You Need to Take a Rest’’ (Magra, 2019), ‘Greta Thunberg is the Icon the 

Planet Desperately Needs' (Aronofsky, 2019), 'Becoming Greta: 'Invisible Girl' to 

Global Climate Activist, with Bumps Along the Way (Sengupta, 2019) and finally, 
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'How to Stop Freaking Out and Tackle Climate Change' (Marris, 2020). While these 

articles are only a select number of published pieces, they showcased some of the 

current media coverage which is occurring relative to climate change and young 

people. 

Child and Youth Activism 

Numerous studies have also been done on children's activism (Currie & 

Deschênes, 2016; Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020; Yarrow & Fane, 2019). Many of the 

most prominent focus on Swedish teen, Ms. Thunberg, and Canadian First Nations 

teen, Ms. Peltier, both of whom have appeared as foremost among youth activists 

addressing climate change (Community Practitioner, 2020). However, there are 

many young activists throughout the world whose work and their various 

perspectives also need to be highlighted (Community Practitioner, 2020; Webber, 

2019). The working definition for an activist mindset has been drawn from Yarrow 

and Fane (2019) who explain that "an activist mindset says that these are not 

someone else's problem or the government's problem, but the responsibility of all of 

us" (p. 214). While there are many ways to look at 'youth activism', the definition of 

an activist mindset was chosen as focuses more on the collective action that youth 

are choosing to take against climate change. 

Children are born activists, claim Yarrow & Fane (2019) who “are 

instinctively inclined from birth to have strong opinions on what is fair and unfair” 

(p. 214). Being a researcher in Child and Youth Studies, I rely heavily on early 

theorists’ analyses of children’s capabilities; however, I believe that children are not 
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born activists, but instead are formed into one through engagement within their 

schools, discussions with parents, or awareness of social issues. An activist mindset 

is shown when, for the individual, “issues are not taken as someone else's or the 

government's problem, but the responsibility of a larger collective” (Yarrow & Fane, 

2019, p. 214). While children are typically seen as future citizens of the 'adult world' 

rather than on their own terms (Prout & James, 1997), they are nevertheless citizens.  

Much academic work to date has focused on young people’s activism and 

politics, however, the majority involve a top-down approach, where “their political 

actions and the remits thereof, rather than working alongside or co-producing with 

young people” (Hall & Pottinger, 2019, p. 125). The media then popularizes the 

relationship between young people and politics as an issue of disaffection and 

declining interest (Hall & Pottinger, 2019). To note, it’s also important to mention 

that nearly all youth participation initiatives are ‘adultist’ in nature as they assume 

“adults are better than young people and are entitled to act upon young people in 

many ways” (Hall & Pottinger, 2019, p. 126). By portraying these initiatives as 

‘adultist’ makes it more difficult for youth to both get their point across, but even 

just get their foot in the door. 

Outstanding Youth Activists 

Swedish teen-activist Greta Thunberg has been on the front lines fighting climate 

change since her lone protest started at her school in the summer of 2018, and she 

received global attention that has transformed it into a collective youth movement 

(Balkissoon, 2019; Mooney & Crawford, 2019). Her declared position reads in part:  
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My name is Greta Thunberg. I am 15 years old. I am from Sweden. I speak on 

behalf of Climate Justice Now. Many people say that Sweden is just a small 

country, and it doesn’t matter what we do. But I’ve learned you are never too 

small to make a difference. And if a few children can get headlines all over the 

world just by not going to school, then imagine what we could all do together if 

we really wanted to (Thunberg, 2018).  

Children's resistance concerning the climate emergency can be understood as 

"declared, organized public resistance against a disguised discourse of climate 

ignorance" (Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020, p 80; Yarrow & Fane, 2019). Declared 

organized resistances are overt in nature, and typically take on the form of protests, 

interviews or strikes. Everyday acts of resistance rarely make headlines; however, 

when the resistance defies or violates socially constructed rules (school attendance, 

gathering followers from around the world) these actions receive major media 

attention (Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020).  

 Another organized form of protest started by Greta Thunberg at the 

beginning of 2019, was the Fridays for Future campaign which resulted in thousands 

of children globally skipping school to strike on behalf of climate justice. The school 

strikes for climate change (Iyengar, Dolsak & Prakash, 2019; Laville & Watts, 2019; 

Mooney & Crawford, 2019; Sengupta, 2019) were in direct conflict with the notion 

of children being seen but not heard as they were consistently demonstrating that 

they had substantial interests in transforming the globe's unsustainable practices 

(Kvamme, 2020). The school strikes also acted as an avenue for transforming them 

into democratic citizens through the joining of a social movement and, thereby, 

experiencing the power of political mobilization (Kvamme, 2020). Therefore, the 

school strikes against climate change should not be seen as a simple act of ‘skipping 
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school’, but rather an act of civil resistance (Kvamme, 2020). The Fridays for Future 

and school strikes will be further discussed in the analysis and results section of the 

study. 

 Greta is not the only youth activist that has stepped up to battle climate 

change, Autumn Peltier, 15, has attended numerous UN conferences to speak about 

freshwater issues in Canada. As the youngest chief water commissioner ever for the 

Anishinabek Nation in Canada, Autumn has taken immense steps to raise concerns 

about those giving advice to the Canadian government about boiled water. Autumn 

has travelled to numerous conferences, one of which was the Indigenous March in 

the wake of the Fridays for Future Strikes. She has also spoken at the Global 

Landscapes Forum at the United Nations; her second speech in 2 years following her 

speech at the United Nations in honour of the ‘Water Action Decade’ (Cohen, 2019). 

Reflecting on her position, Autumn told a local news reporter that: 

I do get a different perspective than some of the other activists, since most of 

my work comes from traditional [Indigenous] cultural knowledge, but the 

others give me courage. Some of those kids are really strong, and they have 

strong messages as well. It makes me feel like we will be able to get 

something done (Cohen, 2019). 

 

Autumn continuously stands her ground, even if she was initially overlooked by 

Prime Minister of Canada, Justin Trudeau (Barrera, 2016). “I’m here to tell people 

about the importance of water, and to educate people on a cultural and spiritual 

level,” Autumn said. “They need to know that we need to act now” (Cohen, 2019). 

Looking past climate activism, there are several notable teens from around the 

world participating in local activism movements. Amika George is a British activist 
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who campaigns against period poverty. She began her #FreePeriods campaign in 

2017, and in 2019 the chancellor of education in the UK announced that all 

secondary schools in England would receive funding for female hygienic products 

free-of-charge (Community Practitioner, 2020; George, 2017; UN Women, 2020). 

Kids Against Plastic was founded by sisters Amy and Ella Meek to end single-use 

plastic, and to date, the sisters have picked up over 60,000 pieces of single-use 

plastic on their own, gathered a team of children to tackle plastic pollution within the 

UK, and have given a TEDx talk (BBC News, 2017; Community Practitioner, 2020; 

Kids Against Plastic, 2020).  

When youth are conceived as 'activists', they are seen as “inept and less 

influential than their adult counterparts” (Webber, 2019, p. 1). With that said, 

however, adults also need to be involved as mentors and allies in helping to facilitate 

children's activism, and to encourage children to share their decisions (Community 

Practitioner, 2020; Yorio, 2019). The older generations must acknowledge that 

children are citizens now, and as powerbrokers and gatekeepers, older people need 

to be concerned with what they pass on as an inheritance, recognizing that children’s 

experiences and perceptions can be a valuable component in designing an effective 

response to emergencies (Bartlett, 2011). Instead of being regarded as inept, 

inexperienced, or incompetent, as portrayed in some developmental literature (see 

Prout & James, 1997), young activists should instead be perceived as untapped 

resources waiting for the opportunity to share their insights on world issues. This is 

necessary because young people's opinions and capabilities can only be understood 

and integrated when their voices are truly heard (Bartlett, 2011; Prout, 2011; Prout 
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& James, 1997). However, it should also be noted that Autumn does hold an 

immense amount of power for her Indigenous community. In another statement 

given to a news reporter, Autumn is quoted as saying: 

It’s kind of stressful, because it’s a big role, I have to look after and make 

decisions for the Great Lakes. Any decision made about the Great Lakes I have 

to be there for and participate in (Cohen, 2019, para. 10). 

Youth activism is not constrained to the actions above; the next generation has also 

turned down job offers at oil and gas companies to take jobs with local green utilities 

at a lower salary (Webber, 2019). Although not publicized, the next generation is 

still making change, consciously reshaping what we deem to be 'priorities' within our 

current society. Research also continues to demonstrate how children have a unique 

and valuable ability to conceptualize and analyze risk. In a study conducted by 

Tanner (2010), he found that: 

Children's role as risk communicators is constrained by issues of credibility of 

children as an information source. In many cases, trust and credibility in child 

voices was lacking not because of the messages presented but because of their 

social position as children. Children were commonly conceived by adults as not 

having the required knowledge and experiences. (Tanner, 2010, p. 344). 

While many opportunities for youth activism remain adultist, it has been shown that 

in many communities, children are actively taking part in “community-based action 

to reduce climate and disaster risks, sometimes supported by NGO facilitation and 

resources” (Tanner, 2010, p. 345). This, therefore, indicates that children can 

develop the capacity to not only reduce risk based on its physical aspects, but also on 

culturally constructed aspects of risk that may require behavioural changes (Tanner, 

2010). Therefore, the focus of attention on children’s agency needs to be shifted 
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from one that is seen not only in terms of their ability to directly enact risk 

management practices, but also to one “that considers children as risk 

communicators for creating behavioural change in other people in their 

communities” (Tanner, 2010, p. 347). 

 At the yearly United Nations Climate Change Conference (UNCCC), youth 

have become active in the discussions occurring at the Conference of Parties (World 

Health Organization, 2018; COP, 2019) as exemplified most prominently by Greta 

Thunberg and Autumn Peltier. Both youths have had the privilege of addressing 

world leaders at UN conferences and have been celebrated for their speeches 

deemed as being so direct and poignant (Burnett, 2019; Milman, 2019; Volkov, 

2018). Examples of Greta’s directness and resulting poignancy can be seen in the 

following quotes from her 2018 address to the UN in New York:  

You only speak of green eternal economic growth because you are too scared of 

being unpopular. You only talk about moving forward with the same bad ideas 

that got us into this mess, even when the only sensible thing to do is pull the 

emergency brake. You are not mature enough to tell it like is. Even that burden 

you leave to us children (Thunberg as cited in Mesey, 2018, para. 1). 

 

The year 2078, I will celebrate my 75th birthday. If I have children maybe they 

will spend that day with me. Maybe they will ask me about you. Maybe they will 

ask why you didn’t do anything while there still was time to act. You say you 

love your children above all else, and yet you are stealing their future in front of 

their very eyes. Until you start focusing on what needs to be done rather than 

what is politically possible, there is no hope. We can’t solve a crisis without 

treating it as a crisis (Thunberg as cited in Mesey, 2018, para. 2).  

 

With these words, Greta drew attention to the undeniable reality of what is likely to 

happen if adults do not act in the present regarding climate change and that today’s 

adult will be responsible for any negative consequences arising from their inaction. 
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She also highlighted the fact that climate change is an issue that needs to be actively 

solved by everyone now, but instead, the burden of taking care of the problem is 

continuously placed on youth and coming generations because of the current leaders 

choosing not to act now. Much like Greta, Autumn has also drawn attention to the 

importance of acting now to combat climate change. She said: 

We need to join forces with all nations regardless of colour and nationality. 

Mother Earth does not discriminate, and we need Mother Earth to live, and we 

need the waters. When we stand together as one, we are one voice and one 

nation, and together as one, we are stronger. We have this one last chance to save 

our planet. Let's do this for our great, great-grandchildren (Peltier as cited in 

Erskine, 2019, para. 13) 

 

While being an advocate for climate change reversal, Autumn also tackled the 

problem of having clean water supplies for not just Indigenous communities, but 

also for developing countries around the world. Perhaps, the most striking portion of 

her speech given to the UN was that on water freedom where she said: 

I come from Manitoulin Island. It’s the largest fresh-water island in the world. It 

is surrounded by Lake Huron and Georgian Bay. It is here where my activism 

work began. It all started by learning why my people couldn’t drink the water on 

Ontario Indigenous lands. I was confused, as Canada is not a Third World 

country, but here in my country, the Indigenous People live in Third World 

conditions (Peltier as cited in Erskine, 2019, para. 4) 

It is striking that Peltier (2018) refers to Canada as a Third World country due to our 

freshwater restrictions on Indigenous communities, especially since Canada is 

considered one of the most developed countries in the world. She commented 

further: 

I shared my thoughts with our prime minister, and he promised me in 2016 he 

would look after the water, and as a youth, I will hold him or any future leader to 
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this promise for my people. Children in Northern Ontario communities right now 

still can't drink their water. Water is a basic human right. We all need to think 

about the planet and work together on solutions to reduce the impacts of human 

negligence (Peltier as cited in Erskine, 2019, para. 8). 

 

The fact that Peltier spoke to the Prime Minister of Canada three years before 

making the aforementioned speech, can be taken as an indication of a lack of 

commitment by a world leader to solving the Indigenous water crisis. By extension, 

this same attitude of neglect could be extended to include other world leaders 

regarding climate change.  

While Canada is an important member of the United Nations, it is also important 

to discuss the Conference of Parties, which is the body of UN delegates contributing 

to the climate convention as representatives of all States Parties (UNFCCC, 2020). A 

related delegation to these COP summits was created specifically for youth to have a 

voice in these matters and was aptly titled the Conference of Youth (2020, herein 

COY). The COY’s website states that youth have become more actively involved in 

the COP meetings organized by the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change since they first gathered before the 2011 conference meeting when 

COY was created (Conference of Youth, 2020). COY is an official event held by the 

youth NGO ‘YOUNGO’ and continues to involve children in its organized activities 

(Conference of Youth, 2020). YOUNGO was formally recognized as one of the nine 

civil constituencies in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change in 2009. However, youth continuously identified one of their challenges in 

participating as a lack of formal recognition amongst the other stakeholders and 

constituencies (Thew, Middlemiss & Paavola, 2020).  
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Looking at matters from the United Nations’ perspective, the 1992 United 

Nations Framework on Climate Change contains no mention of children, even 

though it calls for "preserving the global climate for current and future generations" 

(Gibbons, 2014, p. 23). This then means that children are an underrepresented 

'vulnerable group' without any power or presence to affect decisions made within the 

climate change sphere. It, therefore, becomes important that political leaders chose 

to act now on climate change and to make the decisions necessary that not only this 

generation, but the next generation of children desperately need, says Gibbons 

(2014). According to him, children or youth need to be active participants in these 

decisions because: 

Investing in children’s participation where they live and learn is more feasible 

and appropriate: they have more to contribute, as national and community 

climate issues are more directly related to their own knowledge and experience 

(Gibbons, 2014, p. 24). 

The Conference of Parties was mentioned briefly before, however, it is important 

to note that anyone under 18 is only permitted to attend any COP meeting for one 

day a year, on ‘Young and Future Generations Day’ until 2017 when it is further 

opened to allow 16- and 17-year-olds to participate (Thew, 2018; Thew, Middlemiss 

& Paavola, 2020). Further, YOUNGOs are ‘bound by the rules of observer 

participation, that is, being able to watch but not participate in negotiations” (Thew, 

2018, p. 372). They also lack the ability to create intergovernmental policies and, 

therefore, everything they do needs to be reframed to appeal to the state actors 

(Thew, 2018). Quite often, decision-makers do not pay attention to YOUNGO as 

they are typically under time and resource constraints and so fail to recognize the 
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importance of hearing the voices of the youths (Thew, 2018; Thew, Middlemiss & 

Paavola, 2020). They further stated that: 

Although recognized as an independent stakeholder by Agenda 21 in the 1992 

Rio ‘Earth Summit’ which established the UNFCCC, youth were not officially 

recognized within climate governance for another seventeen years, gaining 

constituency status as Youth NGOs or ‘YOUNGO’ in 2009 (Thew, 2018 p. 370).  

A review of the document produced from the COY in 2017 shows no reference 

to intergenerational justice (COYss13, 2017; Gibbons, 2014) although it does 

demand that children receive both recognition and participation justice in the form of 

'intergenerational spaces' where youth should be viewed as equal partners and allies 

in the fight against climate change (Thew, Middlemiss & Paavola, 2020; Von 

Benzon & Wilkinson-Zerner, 2019).  

The UK Youth Climate Coalition (UKYCC) recruited and trained new members 

on the injustices perpetuated by racism, sexism, and capitalism, emphasizing the 

need for solidarity between developing states and vulnerable social groups. 

However, the ‘vulnerable groups’ did not include children (COY13, 2017; Climate 

Action Network, 2016; Levitt, Goldsmith, Hawkins & Hawkins, 2020). Some youth 

members of YOUNGO have begun dressing more professionally to assimilate with 

the 'adults' at the conference and, thereby, have fewer experiences of their thoughts 

and opinions getting overlooked. Previous studies have shown that youths in these 

situations feel as if they are tokenistic and their attendance results only in being 

seen, but not heard (Thew, Middlemiss & Paavola, 2020).  
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Impact of Climate Change on Children 

Compared to adults, children are far more vulnerable to the direct effects of 

extreme heat, natural disasters, and droughts. The indirect effects of climate can also 

derail children’s developmental trajectories through dislocation, migration, 

malnutrition, and diseases (e.g., malaria) that may make it harder for them to reach 

their full potential (Currie & Deschênes, 2016). The United Nations Human Rights 

Commission (UNHRC) published resolutions 26/27 (2014) and 29/15 (2015) that 

identified age as a risk factor in climate change, but it is significant to note that 

children's rights were not explicitly mentioned by the UNHRC until late 2016 when 

it held state parties accountable (Resolutions 32/34) (Prasad & Menon, 2018). Currie 

and Deschênes (2016) identified three reasons why climate change is a problem for 

youth. They are:  

1. Children’s mental and physical well-being will be affected by any 

alteration in the Earth’s climate system.   

2. Today's children will inherit a disproportionate share of the climate 

change burden. 

3. Children in developing worlds face the most risk. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) has found that 80-85% of the 

illness and mortality among children is attributable to climate change 

and its lasting impacts (Bartlett, & O'Grady, 2017). This must be 

given due consideration despite the fact that enacting timely and 

proper policies now is difficult because we will not see the benefits 

until well into the future (Currie & Deschênes, 2016).  

 

The nutrition levels of children worldwide will also be impacted as it has been 

estimated that by 2050 there will be a 20% increase in malnourished children due to 

climate change (Gibbons, 2014), and a further 175 million children will be affected 

by disasters each year; up from 66.5 million in the late 90s (Tanner, 2010). The 
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Committee on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) has repeatedly asked 

State Parties to be more aware of the impact on children’s health, stating that, 

“environmental interventions should, inter alia, address climate change, as this is one 

of the biggest threats to children’s health and exacerbates health disparities. States 

should, therefore, put children’s health concerns at the centre of their climate change 

adaptation and mitigation strategies” (Prasad & Menon, 2018, p. 159). Since laws 

are crafted by adults in political authority, the voices of children and their interests 

may not always be well documented and, therefore, the principle of intergenerational 

climate equity is an important tool to enable the implementation of children's 

thoughts, feelings, and opinions into climate change policies (Prasad & Menon, 

2018). Therefore, the lifestyle and decisions of adults today, and the past 

generations, have changed the life prospects of future generations for centuries to 

come (Gibbons, 2014). The notion of climate justice for youth also extends beyond 

geographic boundaries and has a time dimension that spans generations. Through 

intergenerational climate justice, “children alive today, and those to be born in the 

future, have a claim to climate justice within their own countries, be they rich or 

poor, as well as among countries” (Gibbons, 2014, p. 20). 

Looking at the cost of climate change more analytically, Dietz, Groom and Pizer 

(2016) conducted a cost/benefit analysis on the effects of climate change regarding 

current and future generations. They observed that, generally, attempting to seek a 

reduction in emissions will drastically raise the price of energy as we look more 

towards low-carbon alternatives. Further, by delaying the use of these energy 

sources, it will “increase mitigation costs further in the future, partly because we’ll 
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have to make deeper cuts later on and partly because we’ll have locked in a carbon-

intensive infrastructure in the intervening period” (Dietz, Groom & Pizer, 2016, p. 

140). The two degrees warming benchmark was mentioned earlier, however, beyond 

three degrees of warming, according to Dietz, Groom & Pizer (2016), very little is 

understood about the impact that climate change does have with all the factors 

combined. These scholars state that “Current generations largely bear the cost of 

mitigation; future generations largely reap the benefits – though, at the same time, 

they face similar trade-offs with their own future generations” (Dietz, Groom & 

Pizer, 2016, p. 151). 

In the United Nations document, Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015), children are framed as vulnerable 

and mentioned in relation to other minority groups, such as, migrants and persons 

with disabilities. This is not the only way children are framed within the UN 

document; however, it confirms that children are not seen as agents, but rather as a 

group that needs to be educated and empowered (Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020). 

When it comes to children, the document emphasizes that they should be free from 

discrimination, violence, and all forms of exploitation. This edict places immense 

responsibility for managing sustainability on to children and the next generations 

(Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020). 

  Since climate change is one of the most important crises that humans have 

encountered, the responses have led to a large volume of research over decades 

examining its global impact and implications for human existence. In his book titled, 
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Deep Adaptation, Bendell (2020) discusses some of the most problematic findings 

regarding climate change and the environment. He says that although steps have 

been taken to attempt to limit the yearly output of CO2:  

…the reality that we have progressed too far already to avert disruptions to 

ecosystems is highlighted by the finding that if CO2 removal from the 

atmosphere could work at scale, it would not prevent massive damage to 

marine life, which is locked in for many years due to acidification from the 

dissolving of CO2 in the oceans (Bendell, 2020, p. 7). 

The explanation of runaway climate change is: 

We might have crossed the threshold for a cascade of inter-related tipping 

points that would be taking the Earth to a far hotter state. Of the 15 potential 

tipping points that were identified in 2008, 7 now show signs of being active 

and have already tipped into self-reinforcing and irreversible change 

(Bendell, 2020, p. 3). 

Bendell also goes onto discuss how the rise in temperature is indisputable as 17 of 

the 18 hottest years on record have all occurred since 2001 and there has a been 

“3.5°C increase since the record began in 1900” (Bendell, 2020, p. 2). Climate 

change is not a new problem, we have been feeling the effects around the world for 

years now; and what may be more noticeable is the apparent 'return' of mother 

nature while civilization has been locked indoors due to the COVID-19 global 

pandemic. The media coverage showing the disappearance of smog from China, the 

ability to see peaks of mountains, the fact that dolphins have returned to the Venice 

canals, and the rapid reduction in carbon emissions since there is no longer a reason 

to travel are all positive outcomes of the global lockdown (Mortillero, 2020; 

Newburger & Jeffery, 2020; Picheta, 2020; Wray, 2020). Indeed, “satellite images 

taken by NASA show a significant drop in pollution across Italy and China since the 

start of the pandemic, as a direct result of travel restrictions halting air, train and 
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road traffic” (Newburger, 2020). While the COVID-19 lockdown has highlighted 

what we are doing to our planet, we cannot ignore the immense damage that has 

already been done. One of the most visible impacts of climate change is the increase 

in the intensity of natural disasters, which is directly due to warmer sea temperatures 

and global core (Yarrow and Fane, 2019). The belief is that some of the most likely 

effects of climate change that will be seen globally are warming temperatures, food 

insecurity, hydrologic stress, more extreme weather events, rising sea levels, and 

extreme damage to ecosystems (Currie & Deschênes, 2016). 

 Climate change, much like all other environmental issues, is not a for/against 

proposition as the health of our planet and the people who live on it are intertwined 

(Birnbaum & Tart, 2014). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

was established in 1988 and indicated that we have known for decades that we were 

destroying our planet. The Panel’s 5th assessment report noted that an alarming 

amount of carbon dioxide had already accumulated in both the air and the seas, and 

that even if emissions ceased today, climate change would continue to persist for 

centuries (Gibbons, 2014). 

According to Lee (2013):  

To reframe climate change as a ‘wicked problem’ or as an ‘emergent 

biosocial phenomenon’ or as an opportunity to engage 'the human spirit' is to 

call for responses to it that are not about providing solutions to known 

problems but that rest, instead, on human capacities imaginatively to reframe 

their perceptions and assumptions (p. 116). 

 

This calls for climate change to be reconceptualized from being a problem that has a 

linear development to one that lies within our power to change. Once climate change 
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is accepted as a phenomenon that lies beyond the realm of politics or individual 

fault, unified human action will follow to transform it into a ‘social fact’, regardless 

of the doubts currently in place (Lee, 2013). Formulating a sustainable climate will 

require us to reverse our expectations and accept the fact that future generations will 

carry the burden of a lower quality of life if we choose not to act now, according to 

Lee (2013), who further says that “resolution of this paradox would require either 

near-complete transition to non-fossil fuel power sources or significant change in 

understandings of what is a desirable lifestyle, or both” (p. 122). He believes that 

when climate change is seen as an undeniable phenomenon, the focus will shift from 

inventing ways to solve the problem and instead will focus on learning how to 

acclimate to a changing climate (Lee, 2013). 

 The goal of this study is to analyze media representations of young climate 

change activists as it is important to know how youth activists are perceived, and the 

ways in which our public discourses influence the perception of these activists. The 

next section will discuss the methods that were used to answer the two research 

questions: 

1. How do media represent youth climate change activists? 

2. How do discourses inform the way in which we understand youth climate 

activists? 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Qualitative research provides "in-depth analysis which is believed to be 

missing from quantitative studies and aims to find the underlying social structures to 

understanding the meaning behind them" (Silverman, 2011, p. 4). As the qualities of 

everyday life cannot be determined by following formulas, qualitative research uses 

methodologies, such as, interviewing, focus groups, and textual analysis to offer 

storytelling that shows unique and multiple perspectives on a topic or problem. 

Qualitative research focuses on the qualities of everyday life and seeks to describe 

data beyond numbers and graphs. It aims to give multiple perspectives on a single 

topic to showcase a broader and more in-depth picture (Silverman, 2011).  For these 

reasons, I am adopting qualitative methods to address media representations of 

young climate change activists because of its usefulness for exploring the 

complexity of youth voices, how they are silenced, and the role media plays in the 

construction of youth climate activism. Along with the UNCRC (1989), Twitter, 

news articles and documentaries will be analyzed to engage in a Foucauldian 

discourse analysis (Foucault, 1981; Hodge, 2017) and elicit key discourses relative 

to the research questions. 

Discourse Analysis 

Discourse analysis is the study of social life, and how we understand the 

world through language in the broadest sense (face-to-face, non-verbal, images, 

symbols, movies, and documents) and is a way to investigate the meaning behind 

conversations and within cultures (Hall, Smith & Wicaksono, 2017; Hodge, 2017; 
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Shaw & Bailey, 2009). Discourses are bodies of knowledge or sets of ideas that tell 

us how to behave, interact and think. Dominant discourses reflect the interests of 

those who have the most power in each society, usually white, straight, men from 

middle-class and upper-middle-class backgrounds. But dominant discourses also 

filter through institutions, such as schools, the law, government, psychiatry, families, 

and media outlets. Dominant discourses produce truths and act to normalize the 

attitudes and privileges of certain groups of people (Yarrow & Fane, 2019). 

Discourses are always a product or process of social interaction through which social 

meanings are then entrenched (Hodge, 2017) and often refer to the spoken, written, 

or signed modes of language and images that are used to communicate meaning 

(Hall, Smith & Wicaksono, 2017). 

Foucauldian Discourse Analysis 

For this research, a Foucauldian discourse analysis (FDA) was used, which is 

a branch of critical discourse analysis that aims to use the ideas of historian and 

philosopher Michel Foucault (1981) in empirical studies. Foucault (1981) originally 

defined his view of 'discourse' to explain a historically significant social system that 

involves both meaning and knowledge. It is important to note that when referring to 

discourse, Foucault does not view it as a particular instance of language use and 

reproduction, but rather focuses on the rules and divisions within certain systems of 

knowledge. Foucault (1981) describes his framework as focusing on different focal 

points of experience. To do this, he tended to study along three axes: the axis of 

knowledge - the rules that govern discursive practices that determine what is true or 
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false; the axis of power or the rationalities by which one governs the conduct of 

others; and the axis of ethics or the practices through which an individual constitutes 

themselves as a subject. 

For this project, I scrutinized media portrayals of the activism of youth and 

the public discourses associated. As Foucault (1981) states: 

There is a rarefaction, this time, of the speaking subjects; none shall enter the 

order of discourse if he does not satisfy certain requirements or if he is not, 

from the outset, qualified to do so. To be more precise: not all the regions of 

discourse are equally open and penetrable; some of them are largely 

forbidden (they are differentiated and differentiating), while others seem to 

be almost open to all winds and put at the disposal of ever speaking subject, 

without prior restrictions (Foucault, 1981, p. 61-62). 

This quotation is particularly relevant to my research as youth constantly seek to 

enter the order of discourse, thus enacting boundary-making practices between 

adults and children that reinforce the discourse of childhood innocence. But 

important to remember is the context of history and the role it plays when 

constructing these discourses because, according to Foucault (1981):  

History does not consider an event without defining the series of which it is 

part, without specifying the mode of analysis from which that series derives, 

without seeking to find out the regularity of phenomena and the limits of 

probability of their emergence, without inquiring into the variations, bends 

and angles of the graph, without wanting to determine the conditions on 

which they depend (Foucault, 1981, p. 68). 

While FDA is a technique that is useful for analyzing power and knowledge 

structures, there are currently no set procedures or rules for conducting one (Arribas-

Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2008). Instead, it is a philosophical view that focuses on 

power relations and systems of knowledge when disseminating data (Foucault, 
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1981). Foucault, (1978) does not believe that power is something that is “acquired, 

seized, or shared, or something that one holds onto a allows to slip away; power is 

exercised from innumerable points, in the interplay of nonegalitarian and mobile 

relations” (p. 94). He also believes that: 

Power comes from below; that is, there is no binary and all-encompassing 

opposition between rulers and ruled at the root of power relations and serving 

as a general matrix - no such duality extending from the top down and 

reacting on more and more limited groups to the very depths of the social 

body. One must suppose rather that the manifold relationships of force that 

take shape and come into play in the machinery of production, in families, 

limited groups, and institutions, are the basis for wide-ranging effects of 

cleavage that run through the  social body as a whole” (Foucault, 1978, p. 

94).  

Through theoretically informed research, and taking qualitative inquiry into account, 

FDA therefore engages both the concepts of discourse and power as it does not aim 

to analyze ‘truths’ but rather focuses on how power flows through institutions and 

gatekeepers such as the media.  

Textual Analysis Using FDA 

 A qualitative thematic analysis was undertaken for this study which aimed to 

analyze the media’s negative representations of youth climate activists. Utilizing a 

qualitative technique, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), allows for an in-depth 

critical analysis to explore common discourses surrounding children and youths in 

the climate change debate. For the thematic analysis portion of the paper, decision 

rules were documented to create a trail to enhance transparency (Guest, Macqueen & 

Namey, 2012). This included “describing how codes were developed and applied to 

the data, and the method used to address coding” (Guest, Macqueen & Namey, 
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2012, p.14). A coding tree was then created to create the different levels of 

discourses, and sub discourses. It is important to note that each sub discourse is a 

subheading that is a specific topic of inquiry or question for the analysis to be 

targeted and precise (Guest, Macqueen & Namey, 2012). The two main discourses 

chosen were the two-research questions, by which the 7 sub discourses were then 

divided amongst them to assist in answering the questions utilizing a bottom-up 

approach. A total of 102 data pieces were originally collected and through the 

rigorous coding process, the amount of data piece was brought down to 57. To 

narrow down the data, they were coded using a bottom-up approach whereby 

primary codes were highlighted within the first round of reading. From there, 

primary codes were compared across the data to come up with the secondary codes 

that appear in the analysis portion of this study. Any piece of data that did not have 

at least 3 secondary codes for any of the discourses was discarded, thus bringing the 

number of useable data pieces from the original 102 down to 57. The secondary 

codes were turned into the analyzed discourses through the overall count of codes 

amongst the data. The top 7 ‘themes’ that emerged from the data were kept on for 

analysis and even though more themes may have emerged from further data 

collection, I decided that 7 discourses were an ample amount to show both the 

positive and negative aspects of media portrayals. 

Scholarly, peer-reviewed articles and other sources were identified by 

consulting databases at the Brock Library, such as, ProQuest, EBSCO, and Google 

Scholar. These sources were searched under the following subject headings; youth 

activism, climate activism, climate change, youth climate change and impacts of 
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climate change. Other sources identified included public policy and legal documents, 

United Nations sources, traditional newspapers, and electronic media sources. 

Twitter was selected as an additional data source due to the capabilities it had to 

examine the conversational turn-taking process, as well as sharing shorter, wide-

spread news and responses. To find the Twitter data, broad searches were conducted 

using the following criteria: Greta Thunberg, climate change, youth activism and 

youth climate strike. By focusing on textual material that was accessible to the 

public, no human participants were required and none of the proposed documents 

were redacted so the media and other formal responses to children's voices and 

views of climate change could truly be analyzed and understood. As research is 

constantly being altered to better fit this new reality, this approach allowed for the 

collection of a wide variety of information from sources without the process being 

affected by the closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Theoretical sampling is the act of continuously collecting, interpreting, and 

coding data to support a given theory (Dudovskiy, 2018). To obtain a detailed and 

cohesive thematic analysis, data were constantly added, removed, or reworked to fit 

into the framework proposed. Only data published after the 2000s were included, 

unless directly related to theory, and data was collected up until March 15, of 2021. 

Procedures 

Thematic analysis occurs when one closely examines texts to find common 

themes, ideas, or patterns (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 

2012). These sources were searched under the following subject headings, youth 
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activism, youth climate activism, global south climate change. Of the 57 total data 

pieces, to place some sort of boundary on the data collected since it was found 

through constant searching of current materials, only data pieces that had three or 

more codes for a given discourse were kept in the data pool to narrow the scope of 

this project. Most of the documentary data relied solely on Greta and individual 

interviews, however, the Twitter data provided an interesting landscape for starting 

this analysis. 

Applied Thematic Analysis 

Applied thematic analysis is a form of inductive analysis within qualitative 

data than can involve multiple techniques (Guest, Macqueen & Namey, 2012). As 

these scholars explained:  

Thematic Analyses move beyond countering explicit words or phrases and 

focus on identifying and describing both the implicit and explicit ideas 

within the data, that is themes. Codes are then typically developed to 

represent the identified themes and applied or linked to raw data as summary 

marker for later analysis (Guest, Macqueen & Namey, 2012, p. 9). 

Further, conversation analysis was used during the coding process to 

determine key discourses. Conversation analysis involves looking at the details 

within human interactions and how social interactions are organized in turn-taking 

sequences (Miller, 2011). This is a distinctive approach to analyzing organizational 

texts which involves both discrete data, and a unique perspective for analyzing that 

data (Miller, 2011). Any social setting then can be considered the perfect one for 

conversation analysts to do their work as all these are social constructions. Through 

using this technique in my research, I looked at how individuals place themselves by 
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taking on different roles within the interaction (Miller, 2011). This was intended to 

reveal the interactions between young activists and the more influential sources of 

political power. To do this, threads of tweets were taken and analyzed for 

conversational context rather than as their own entity. This was done by looking at 

the responses via turn-taking sequences rather than a singular tweet. By doing so, 

this allowed for a relation between youth’s status updates and the direct responses 

from those in a more highly powered position.  

Reliability, Validity and Bias 

 One of the most effective strategies for limiting bias and increasing 

reliability and validity is the use of triangulation whereby different and contrasting 

methods of data collection are used but lead to similar findings (Bloor, 2011). For 

this study, between-method triangulation was used as two or more different research 

strategies were combined in the study of the same societal processes (Bloor, 2011). 

According to Lather (1986), a triangulation of methods, data and theories are all 

required to have a high level of reliability and validity within the research. This 

research was broad, with continual collection of data up until the time of submission, 

which may have led to an oversaturation which may jeopardize the validity of this 

research. Data collection led to thousands of possible results that could have been 

used within the data set, however it was important to use some sort of scope on the 

study so that the discourses found are representative of the published media, but also 

offer more possibilities for different data collection in future projects. 

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 
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Selection of Discourses 

 The following seven discourses were selected using a bottom-up approach 

and selection criteria will be further explained below. They will be further examined 

in the discussion section as follows: 

1. Adults as Supporters 

2. Active Actors 

3. Westernized Viewpoints 

4. Lone and Collective Activism 

5. Media as Gatekeeper and Catalyst 

6. Hierarchical and Power Relations 

7. Dismissal of Children 

 

The above discourses were selected for various reasons as it was important to get the 

fullest possible picture of the young climate change protest movement. The data was 

independently collected, and the identification of discourses underwent a two-step 

coding process by which these larger discourses were discovered using a bottom-up 

approach. In selecting the final data set, only sources that contained more than 3 

codes for any of the discourses were kept in for further analysis. This ensured that 

the most useful coding information was used in the creation and dissemination of 

these key discourses.  

 ‘Adults as supporters’ was selected first, after a pattern emerged of adults 

using their platforms to help amplify youths’ voices. The discourse ‘active actors’ 

was selected as it is directly drawn from the sociology of childhood theoretical 

framework that was previously selected. Although the rest of the highlighted 

viewpoints of this theory are integrated amongst the remaining discourses, I felt as 

though this one deserved its own as children being actors forms a massive part of the 

youth activism landscape. To gather information on how mainstream media portrays 
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news from both the Global North and Global South, Westernized viewpoints 

emerged as a critical discourse to examine the data from only a media standpoint. 

Nearly all youth climate activism endeavours first started as lone protests and, 

therefore, was paired with collective activism to showcase the dichotomy of how 

much change can be affected by an increase in the number of supporters. One of the 

major things seen throughout the research was also that media was used as both a 

gatekeeper as a catalyst to certain information. For example, if it was not for social 

media covering Greta Thunberg, most of the world would probably not know that 

there was a lone individual leading a climate strike in Sweden. The same can be said 

as media only tend to publish the topics which they want to highlight and, as such, 

become gatekeepers to various stories that might be deemed unimportant from 

society’s point of view. The most frequent discourse in this research, hierarchical 

and power relations, was chosen to demonstrate the unfair treatment that children 

and youths received in response from adults, people in power, and government 

officials. Finally, the dismissal of children was coded as the last discourse as, often, 

they are ignored by both the media and adult figures and ties directly back to 

childhood innocence. To further clarify the above discourses, the next section 

describes the breakdown of codes and includes a table for summary purposes (see 

table 1).  

Breakdown of Codes 

 At the end of the coding process, 39 codes emerged from Twitter data, 57 

codes from video data, and a final 463 codes from news articles, making the total 

number of codes 559. From those 559 codes, all sources were then reviewed a 
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second time to further streamline the usable and important quotations across the 

three mediums. At the end of the second round of coding, 22 codes were used from 

Twitter data, 36 from the videos and finally, 112 codes from the news articles. This 

brings the total number of codes down to 202. In both the Twitter (7 codes) and 

documentary (11 codes) data, the most highly coded discourse was hierarchical and 

power relations, and within the news articles, the highest codes were for hierarchical 

and power relations and for media as gatekeeper/catalyst (20 codes).  

Table 1 

Breakdown of Discourse Codes 

 Discourse 

1 

Discourse 

2 

Discourse 

3 

Discourse 

4 

Discourse 

5 

Discourse 

6 

Discourse 

7 

Videos 4 - - 6 6 11 9 

Twitter 2 2 1 1 5 7 4 

News 

Articles 

9 10 19 15 20 20 19 

TOTAL: 15 12 20 22 31 38 32 

Adults as Supporters 

 The main idea behind this discourse was that repeatedly, we see adults 

speaking either for or overtop of children being interviewed within the climate 

change sphere (Hill, 2020; Sharp, 2020; Watts, 2020). Many of the sources included 

an expert to back up the children’s claims, or a parental figure speaking on behalf of 

their child (Delisle, 2020; Hill, 2020; Watts, 2020; YLE, 2019). If this movement 
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was truly youth led, then we should not be trying to silence their voices within this 

debate. They might need to be assisted by various adult figures to get their points 

across, but adults should never have to speak for them or rebuke them for their 

contributions. It is important to note though, that without the backing of these 

influential adults, the climate change movement would have very little momentum 

due to our social constructions of childhood (Jung, Petkanik, Nan & Kim, 2020).  

 Within the documentary I Am Greta, directed by Grossman (2020), no 

experts stepped in to give an interview to back up Greta’s key points. However, 

there were several points when the narrator mentioned that adults had to assist Greta 

in getting her agenda heard. In contrast, the second documentary, Greta Thunberg: 

The Voice of the Future, by Hill (2020), included interviews with Dr. Joeri Rogeliji, 

director of research and lecturer in climate change and the environment at Imperial 

College London, who validated all the claims Greta had been making in her 

speeches to substantiate the claims for an older audience as well as to explain that 

youth led climate action should not be disregarded. Dr. Rogeliji made this very clear 

in his comments on the Fridays for Future movement: 

I think the Fridays for Future movement is a very powerful movement. Much 

more powerful than other planet movements or other environmental 

movements that we have seen. And for various reasons. First of all, there is 

very little doubt about their agenda. It’s very open and very clear. At the 

same time, it is also clear that the youth of today are the voters of tomorrow 

and politicians know that and that the same time, children live with their 

parents and thus start conversations within small family spaces about really 

important choices that will affect their lives. These are really important 

conversations to be had (Hill, 2020, 37:34-38:22) 
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This is only one example of an adult stepping into these climate conversations to 

boost the reliability of children’s’ claims. At the start of Greta’s lone protests, even 

her dad did not initially support her, but even he knew that Greta knew “more than 

about 97% of the politicians and she has a photographic memory” (Grossman, 2020, 

6:58-7:18). While it is normal for adults to be skeptical of children’s opinions due to 

our social constructions of childhood, Grossman’s (2020) documentary also shows 

that many adults have joined Greta’s protests. This indicates that it is only the media 

and politicians that are most frequently giving negative feedback. It should, 

however, be noted that not all adults act the same way as while data exist about 

adults writing off children and taking a stand against their activism, nevertheless, 

without the assistance of adults it would be less likely that the youth led climate 

change efforts would have gained the same momentum. This has happened, partly, 

because of the number of high-profile adults and politicians sharing news of the 

protests via social media. 

 Since Twitter is more of an informal discussion space, and tweets are limited 

to 280 characters, all of those collected will be reported in full. For the discourse of 

adults as supporters, there are two main tweets that will be highlighted. The first 

reads: 

The kids will get some stuff wrong sometimes. But it doesn’t take a genius to 

recognize necessity of (and hopefully inevitability of) the emerging youth 

climate justice moment remaking our society (Brown, 2021). 

 

The second says:  

 

This is sad, adults are destroying our children’s future, YET it’s the youth 

that is fighting to save the earth. The time is now for adults to get off their 
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bums, open their eyes and see the damage that they are allowing to be done 

to earth and its inhabitant. THINK CHILD’S FUTURE (Smith, 2021). 

It was more difficult to find data in this category for this specific discourse as tweets 

are truly just a snapshot of several conversations occurring at once. Unlike the 

documentaries or news articles, there was not a full story known behind these tweets 

and thus the interpretation is left up to the readers and as such will be further 

analyzed in the interpretation section. 

 Any news articles that revolved around youth enacting legal changes often 

had a professional adult speak for them in some capacity to the press. In particular, 

the Global Legal Action Network’s legal advisor, Gerry Liston, addressed the media 

regarding the current strikes and legislative attempts made by youths against the 

European government’s climate action strategy.  He wrote: 

 The brave young people have cleared a major hurdle in their pursuit of a 

 judgment which compels the European governments to accelerate their          

climate mitigation efforts. This comes just weeks ahead of the EU decision 

on its 2030 emissions target. Nothing less than a 65% reduction by 2030 will 

be enough for the EU member states to comply with their obligations to the 

youth applicants and indeed countless others (Watts, 2020, para. 12).  

 

Many youth activists have uttered these same words, yet Liston was requested to 

give his two cents as he is a more ‘trustworthy’ figure in the legal landscape. 

Additionally, there are also high-profile celebrities and scientists such as Jane Fonda 

and David Suzuki stepping up to amplify the voices of youth, and although not a 

total takeover, much of the publicity from the climate strikes that occurred in 

Washington D.C revolved around Jane Fonda and her arrest (Delisle, 2020). The 

most prominent way that adults tend to speak over youth is when they are offering 
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their professional opinions, believing they are going to be quoted alongside those of 

the youths. However, the media simply uses that expert opinion to gain the trust of 

the readers and does not insert the view of the child. So, we see that the political 

representative for a party in Malaysia spoke up for youths’ effort on climate change 

(Teoh, 2020), the same with Finland’s chief negotiator on climate change (YLE, 

2019) and a lawyer supporting the lawsuit against Canada’s climate change policy 

(Sharp, 2020).  

 Even when not commenting on climate change, adults still frequently step in 

to offer their personal expertise to youth activists. For example, “Dr. Stephane 

Wolton, a London School of Economics professor whose research focuses on 

accountability, believes young activists should not be held to the same standards as 

adults” (Nevett, 2019, p. 5). Opposing this stance, a professor of education from 

England stated that “children are quite capable of accounting for their own claims” 

(Nevett, 2019, p. 6). Although these comments indicate that adults are aware that 

youth have valid voices, the media still turn to adults to verify these claims for 

listeners to believe that what children/youths are saying is correct and just. Finally, 

since children and youth are not legal adults, many of their parents have had to 

endorse their endeavors for them to be heard or seen by the media. For example, 

Sadie, who is a teen activist in Canada fighting for climate justice, is underage and 

therefore her father was required to endorse his daughter’s participation in federal 

court proceedings, “which he did proudly” (Lawryniuk, 2020, p. 4). The 

aforementioned quote links directly into the next discourse of ‘active actors’ as 
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Sadie refuses to be stopped on her quest for climate justice, regardless of her father’s 

actions and opinions. 

Active Actors 

 Since the content of the two documentaries focused on Greta Thunberg’s 

activism and her impact globally, data was only collected from Twitter and news 

articles for this discourse which also closely correlated with that of lone and 

collective activism. In this case, some of the Twitter data sources were applicable to 

both discourses and so there may be a repetition amongst the data sources. The 

tweets collected for this discourse indicated that children were taking active 

measures, big or small, to try to fight climate change. This is evidenced in the 

following communications which said: 

The European Parliament voted for a destructive CAP proposal last Friday, 

but the European Commission still has the chance to #WithdrawtheCAP! 

Join the fight against this policy that will affect everyone, not just Europe! 

Sign the letter” (Fridays for Future, 2020) 

 

Once again this week strikers from all over the country that nothing can stop 

them from fighting for what they believe in. Today strikes were striking 

against the felling of trees in the Thano Forest in Utrakhand (Fridays for 

Future India, 2019) 

 

Week 74 #climatestrike in Istanbul. The week between 15 and 21 December 

is Fight Against Air Pollution week. Between 2017 and 2019, air pollution 

caused six to seven times more deaths than car accidents did in Turkey 

(Ocak, 2020) 

 

Although this is a minimal amount of data when compared to the news articles, these 

tweets still shed light on how children and youth were being active all over the 

globe; even if the most they could do was give these tweets a retweet, they were still 
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actively engaging with the cause and were helping to spread the word farther and 

faster. 

 There was little data collected from the news articles that described children 

as passive and just waiting for these problems to be handed to them. Regardless of 

the implementation level, children and youths were successfully making change at 

the local, regional, national, and even at a global level as shown by the previous 

tweets. Linked with the previous discourse, Finland’s chief negotiator on climate 

expressed the idea that,  

 It’s so great to see the kids’ energy, enthusiasm and concrete action plans. If 

 we compare this to the previous climate conference, we debated for two 

 weeks  whether to accept the IPCC 1.5-degree report or not, so much more 

 has been accomplished here (YLE, 2019, para. 8). 

 

This is particularly poignant as we will later discuss how most adults write children 

off as being lazy, incompetent, or just too innocent to be dealing with problems as 

huge as climate change due to our social constructions of childhood. These positive 

responses to youth activism were reinforced by UNDP’s Malaysia, Singapore and 

Brunei Darussalam resident representative who said: 

Youth bring with them an incredible drive and commitment to change things 

for the better. We must utilize their potential as powerful agents of change, 

involve and empower them in the development of policies, and support their 

participation in climate action at all levels (Teoh, 2020, para. 10). 

 

Youth have also adopted a few initiatives in schools and their communities, such as, 

proactive recycling, eliminating single use plastics, climate training for staff, and 

reduced carbon emission consumption (YLE, 2019). In one case, a Russian youth 
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had to learn about climate change all on his own as the topic was seldom taught in 

schools and universities. Despite being university-educated, it still took this young 

person nearly six months to make sense of all the climate science by himself 

(Ponomarenko, 2020). It should also be noted that during the time frame this data 

was being collected, many youth climate activists shifted their focus away from their 

cause to support and show up for the Black Lives Matter protests (Calfas, 2020). 

When not standing with others against additional important causes, these young 

people, according to Pousadela (2020): 

In country after country, climate activists operate within institutional 

systems, and employ disruption tactics when necessary and possible, to 

communicate their message: The climate is in crisis and going back to 

business as usual after the pandemic is not acceptable (p. 9). 

 

When pairing these two stand-alone protest matters, it became clear that at key 

moments in time, the “younger generations have repeatedly tried to overthrow and 

dismantle systems of oppression, subordination, and injustice” (Hamza & Pierce, 

2019, para. 1). A clear mark of young people’s active commitment to climate change 

could also be read in this headline: The UN Cancelled its 2020 Climate Summit. 

Youth Held One Anyway (Winters 2020). In the article, the writer interviewed 

several youths who expressed their concern with the lack of change being done for 

the climate as well as the slow pace overall.  Iris Zahn, a 16-year-old high school 

student from Maryland, said, “We can’t let the pandemic stop us. We need to make 

progress and push as much as possible because of how urgent this is” (Winters, 

2016, para. 2). One of the legal researchers for ClimateEarth has since said that if the 

Conference of Parties was youth-led, “we would make so much more progress than 
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we have in the last decade” (Winters, 2020 para. 16). In fact, the first Youth Climate 

Conference drew 171 student delegates from across the United States, including 

middle, high school, college, and home-schooled students (Elletson, 2019). It should 

be noted however, that most delegates originate from the Global North (Winters, 

2020), and will be further discussed in the next section. 

Westernized Viewpoints 

 This discourse focuses solely on how childhood is socially constructed based 

on a westernized perspective and will aid in answering the second research question 

later. As climate change is one of the most pressing global issues, it was also of 

extreme importance that data were included from developing countries. While the 

Global North has been at the forefront of these changes and debates, the people in 

the Global South are usually the ones living with the direct consequences. This 

specific discourse was found through a bottom-up thematic analysis, as it was 

important to gather data that showed how children in developing countries felt about 

climate change, how they became activists on their own, and how the mainstream 

media tended to only publish stories of climate change from the privileged Global 

North’s perspective. 

 The tweets collected as data for this discourse came from activism from the 

Global South and developing countries. The tweets used were determined to be from 

the Global South due to the Twitter handles, and the quotes used in the linked 

smaller news articles. Not many sources were available which suggests that most 

youth from underprivileged countries are not likely to have a presence within media 
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or gain the attention from them as youth in the developed countries. Nevertheless, 

what follows here are examples of a few of their communications: 

Week 74 #climatestrike in Istanbul. The week between 15 and 21 December 

is Fight Against Air Pollution week. Between 2017 and 2019, air pollution 

caused six to seven times more deaths than car accidents did in Turkey 

(Ocak, 2020) 

 

Once again, this week strikers from all over the country that nothing can stop 

them from fighting for what they believe in. Today strikes were striking 

against the felling of trees in the Thano Forest in Utrakhand (Fridays for 

Future India, 2019) 

 

The Nigerian economic climate, our political structure and social perception 

are part of the things that make it hard for youths to participate in politics, the 

average youth is still trying to feed himself and set up a family, these which 

require money, the nature of our politics (Oai, 2021) 

 

 All articles that were found on climate change in the Global South were 

published by smaller news sites and were only found through links on Twitter and 

Facebook. Developing countries get little to no coverage in the mainstream Western 

media even though they are being most affected by the flash flooding, rising water 

levels, hotter temperatures, and fires (Evelyn, 2020). Climate knowledge is typically 

delivered from the Global North to the South, even when it is regarding and 

affecting the South themselves (Mannan & Huq, 2020). In the last couple of years, 

however, the Global South has developed substantial experience and knowledge of 

dealing with recurring climate shocks (Mannan & Huq, 2020). Even in Canada, the 

unequal treatment of Indigenous peoples is important to note as their treatment 

makes them nearly equivalent to those less privileged in the Global South. Autumn 

Peltier explains it all too well by saying that “children grow up drinking from big 

bottles of water that get delivered to their homes once a week… not knowing what 
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it’s like to wash your hands, brush your teeth or shower with that comes out of your 

tap (Deer, 2019, para. 10). Equally, 9 of 10 youth in Malaysia have experienced 

some sort of climate-related or environmental effects in the last three years (Teoh, 

2019). Borneo Island, just off the coast of Indonesia, previously declared a statement 

of emergency due to heavy rainfall and flooding since the start of the year. This has 

resulted in tens of thousands of people being displaced (Taylor, 2021). In Portugal, 

fires have killed more than 120 people in 2017 alone (Watts, 2020; Young, 2020), 

and one of the world’s youngest climate activists, Kangujam, was influenced to 

protest by the images of the devastation caused by the earthquakes which Nepal 

experienced in 2015 which killed nearly 9,000 people and destroyed close to a 

million homes (Kataria & Bhardwaj, 2020). 

 It is even more difficult outside of the Western world to carry out activism. 

For example, in China, any sort of activism is seen as a challenge to the ruling 

communist party. Ms. Ou (Figure 1) “has been ignored, ridiculed and ostracized, as 

well as harassed by school officials and the police” (Myers, 2020, p. 1). So, although 

it is common occurrence for climate strikes to occur in the Global North, in 

countries such as Sudan “going to school is a privilege for most students. It doesn’t 

make any sense for people to strike from a school they got into after a huge struggle” 

(Pousadela, 2020, p. 5). The media as well as the Global North has also failed to 

discuss the fact that Bangladesh was the first country to ban plastic bags from in 

2002, and Rwanda was the first to ban non-biodegradable plastics in 2008 (Unigwe, 

2019). Therefore, centering the perspectives of people and communities with the 

lived first-hand experiences of the climate crisis is crucial for understanding it. This 
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does not mean limiting the participation of those who endure the brunt of these 

issues to that of sharing short anecdotes or testimonies or for the Global North to 

start tokenizing the voices of these Global South youths without placing them in a 

position of leadership (Faciolince, 2019). Further, youth across the Global South 

have adapted their ‘protest’ tactics to their local situations, while also trying to shake 

off the delegitimization pressed on them from the privileged perspective of the 

Global North (Pousadela, 2020). To prevent this from happening, the 26 organizers 

of the mock Conference of Parties “invited up to five delegates from each country in 

the economically disadvantaged South, giving them greater voting power and more 

time to speak. Wealthier countries could only send a maximum of three delegates” 

(Winters, 2020, para. 5). Developed countries should also consider increasing their 

emission reduction commitments by three to four times to offset the slower moving 

reductions that the Global South can do (Taylor, 2021). 

 Racism is another factor in the media coverage of climate change. Dr. Robert 

Bullard, the father of environmental justice states that “Climate activism among 

youth is perceived by the large society as a ‘white thing’. The uncropped photo did 

not fit the model. Racism has the intended purpose of making people of colour 

invisible” (Evelyn, 20, para. 20). In one case, Vanessa Nakate, a Ugandan activist 

was cropped out of a photo on social media by the Associated Press. Vanessa 

explains that “climate activists of color are erased. I had activists who messaged me 

to tell me that the same thing happened to them before, but they didn’t have the 

courage to say anything” (Evelyn, 2020, para. 6). Perhaps, the most devastating 

revelation of this deed came when the Associated Press updated the photo with one 
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showing Vanessa in the middle of the frame instead of on the outskirts. This meant 

that the press had other photos from the event that day, but deliberately chose to use 

the one where Vanessa was cut out, making it hard to believe their statement of 

apology (Evelyn, 2020).  

 Reflecting on the documentaries, even the filmmakers failed to mention any 

of Greta’s fellow youth activists whom she was seen with on several occasions. 

According to Rauber (2020), this “feels antithetical to Thunberg’s messaging around 

the importance of communal action” (Rauber, 2020, para. 4). Of importance, it 

should be noted that Greta also has intersecting privileges of having parents who can 

afford to accommodate their child’s convictions, and she lives in a culture where 

children are typically encouraged to speak their minds (Unigwe, 2019). The same 

cannot be said for children and youth in the Global South who are not accorded such 

privileges. Noticeable too is the fact that these activists from the Global South are 

typically referred to as the ‘Greta Thunberg’ of their community or country, 

regardless of whether their public activism started long before hers, thus, their own 

identities are typically “completely erased by western media that rarely recognizes 

progress outside its own part of the world” (Unigwe, 2019, p. 2). While a fellow 

Chinese activist was doing her best to create the same sort of change like Greta (see 

figure 1), it proved more difficult when one is seen as an enemy against the 

government trying to force change (Myers, 2020). In the two years since her first 

protest, she has continued to wage a lonely and often frustrating campaign to raise 

awareness about the effects of a warming planet in China (Myers, 2020). The quote 

from Vanessa, along with lone youth activism in China, tie directly into the next 
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discourse of ‘lone and collective activism’ as all collective action starts as a lone 

endeavour. This is further shown by the Western media’s refusal to publish 

individual activists from the Global South and instead waits for a mass movement. 

Lone and Collective Activism 

 “You are never too small to make a difference” are the wise words of Greta  

Thunberg when it comes to any sort of activism (Hill, 2020, 02:34). From the 

documentaries, it was evident that Greta’s protest started as a lone endeavour in 

front of the Swedish parliament (Grossman, 2020), however, the documentaries also 

showed that other youths were “doing this for her, we just wanted to help her a little 

bit” (Grossman, 2020, 33:04-33:07). Since Greta’s meteoric rise to champion 

climate activism in 2018, schools went back into session shortly after, but nobody 

chose to go back to school in Sweden and instead, decided to sit with Greta in front 

of parliament until the Swedish general election (Grossman, 2020). There have now 

been school strikes on every continent except Antarctica, and in September of 2019, 

more than seven million people went on strike regarding the issue of the climate. 

This has been the largest strike for the climate in history, according to Grossman 

(2020), who reported Greta as saying:  

Sometimes it feels like it doesn’t matter how many of us go on strike, what is 

matters is that the emissions have to be reduced. And it has to start now 

(Greta Thunberg as cited in Grossman, 2020, 55:27-55:39). 

 

Once again, Greta was showcasing that numbers, in her mind, did not matter as 

much as the need to reduce the dangerous emissions. However, today ruled by 

politics, we know that this is seldom the case as the more people to join a cause to 
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force change, the better. Other individuals have followed Greta’s example as seen in 

Figure 1 which shows Ou Hongyi during a lone overnight protest in China. She held 

China’s first climate strike, standing alone with a picket in front of the Guilin 

municipal government building for six days (Myers, 2020).  

Figure 1 

Ou Hongyi during a 10-hour overnight vigil in Guangzhou last month. She describes 

protesting as “a lonesome spiritual exercise.” 

 

Note. By Ou Hongyi, published via New York Times. Written by Myers, 2020. 

Even if children and youth are isolated in their countries, the media can still be a 

connecting and driving force for change. In a tweet put out by Fridays for Future 

India, the group collected images of youths from around the country and placed 

them in a single post to make the effort to seem more cohesive. They reported that: 

Once again this week, strikers from all over the country are showing that 

nothing can stop them from fighting for what they believe in. Today strikers 

were striking against the felling of trees in the Thano Forest in Utrakhand 

(Fridays for Future India, 2019). 
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No movement, however, starts as a collective action. There is always the pioneer, 

the person who sat on the front lines alone and battled for this cause before it later 

gained attention. This is where the idea of ‘lone activists’ as a theme originated. As 

one such person learned “just how helpless it can make you feel as just one person. 

It caused me to experience burnout after a few months” (Awan, 2020, p. 3). 

Nevertheless, one small change can still have a drastic impact, for example, even 

peaceful protests that had only actively engaged 3.5% of the respective populations 

have been known to consistently bring about change (Awan, 2020). This then begs 

the question that if 7 million people have gone on strike for climate justice, why has 

so little or no change at all taken place? This inaction could make some people 

believe that their individual actions did not make a difference, and this could result 

in discouragement and indifference (Teoh, 2019). The last thing we want to do is to 

silence the voices of youth, therefore, it is important that the media step in and help 

amplify the small successes of those conducting lone protests across the globe. It is 

one thing to hear youth activists; adults are not oblivious to the fact that most of their 

children are protesting governments for climate change; however, choosing to 

amplify their voices by giving youth an accessible, safe, and non-judgmental space 

to broadcast and network their ideas is something that needs to be done. 

 In countries such as Russia, activists rely on protesting alone as they do not 

need to have a permit for a ‘solitary picket’ (Ponomarenko, 2020). In March, 

Makichyan, a 26-year-old Russian, decided he could not stay silent anymore and so 

he began his own solitary picket. He stood alone for several weeks; however, other 

activists have since joined in and together they have started the Russian branch of 
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Fridays for Future in his country (Ponomarenko, 2020). In the United States, Ozzy 

Simpson, 19, organized a walkout at his high school in California. It was his first 

time ever organizing something like this, and 500 people showed up which 

completely exceeded his expectations (Calfas, 2020). This kind of global inspiration 

has since led to local action, which in turn has motivated others to participate more 

in regional actions like how the youths in Latin America have established a Latin 

America Climate Network (Pousadela, 2020). 

 Repeatedly, we see Greta being credited by the media, fellow activists, and 

speakers for the entire youth climate movement. However, each time, she tries to 

make it clear that, “It’s not that I should take the focus, because that’s what’s so 

good about this movement… everyone is equally contributing” (Rauber, 2020, para. 

3). Even though this all started when one determined young 15-year-old walked out 

of school and staged a solo protest, it was not a solo endeavor as hundreds and 

thousands of people have since joined the cause (Pousadela, 2020). On March 15, 

2019, an estimated 1.6 million students from over 120 countries took part in the 

school strike for climate (Jung et al., 2020). Since then, September 25, 2020, marked 

the day when Fridays for Future crowds around the world held their first mass 

protest since the onset of COVID-19. Ten thousand people were expected to show 

up to the Hamburg protest, however, the count was closer to 16,000, while 200,000 

people gathered on German streets, and in person solitary pickets occurred in Russia 

with hundreds more protesting online (Ponameranko, 2020). All of this goes to show 

that even a single person can make a huge difference and be so influential that they 
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aspire others join in a protest any way they can; this will also be further shown in the 

subsequent section where we see the affect the media has on amplifying the news. 

Media as a Gatekeeper/Catalyst 

 Media can both be a catalytic force for change, and a gatekeeper of 

information in which they only publish the stories in which they deem ‘relevant’. 

This discourse is unique in the fact that it analyzes both the positive and negative 

roles that media can play in youth activism and will also serve as a major connection 

in the discussion section. Throughout both documentaries, the media is shown 

playing a huge role in Greta’s everyday life as an activist. In voiceovers, the narrator 

highlighted some of the top headlines: “15-year-old is scolding world leaders”, 

“Some people describe you as a radical baby”, and finally, “It should be led by 

scientists and not politicians and a mentally ill Swedish girl” (Hill, 2020; Grossman, 

2020, 33:31-33:39). The media also expressed their concern over the fact that Greta 

was too young to even think about climate change as an issue (Grossman, 2020). In 

response, Greta boldly stated that “We have not taken to the streets for you to take 

selfies with us and tell us that you really admire what we’re doing” (Grossman, 

2020, 1:09:25-1:09:29). When the media commented on politicians coming to see 

her, she stated that, “No, they’re here for themselves. And everyone else” 

(Grossman, 2020, 47:30-47:37). Greta’s pushback on the media was not newly 

founded, she had already taken to Twitter to express her thoughts on the media. She 

said: 
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Important reminder: when we criticize media’s lack of reporting on the 

climate – and ecological emergency, we are not criticizing journalists. We 

are criticizing editorial decisions. As we’ve pointed out: there is no future for 

democracy without a strong, independent free press (Thunberg, 2020). 

 

Some of those who have done the most for the climate and the living world 

are journalists and news outlets, and they deserve our deepest respect and 

gratitude (Thunberg, 2020). 

 

On Twitter, the sentiment seems to be that the media portrays “an almost biblical 

image” of Greta during the openings of the documentaries (The Times, 2021), and 

that every time anyone sees a headline like “8-year-old climate activist” they are just 

so tired (Lenier, 2021). Due to the backlash that most youth activists receive across 

social media platforms, Sadie, a Canadian teen, stands out from the rest as her 

parents “requested that Sadie not do any media, and that was because we were 

cognisant of the bullying that goes along with climate denial” (Lawrynuik, 2020, p. 

4). In a tweet, Lenier (2021) said that “Adults in the media need to stop propping up 

children like this is the hunger games so they can go ‘the youth will save us!’ and 

absolve themselves of any responsibility”. 

 As previously stated, regarding the other discourses, the media tend to 

highlight what they deem ‘important’ as seen from a racist and privileged 

perspective from which they usually publish. Media coverage does not usually show 

the diversity of those who attended the climate event at which Vanessa was present, 

and she only learned about the cropped image after someone else had brought it to 

her attention (Evelyn, 2020). Vanessa’s question on Twitter as to whether this had 

happened to any other racialized activists, received responses from other black, 

Latinx and indigenous activists, all expressing their own level of frustration of being 

erased from efforts in favour of their white counterparts (Evelyn, 2020). Up to 55% 
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of American adults often use social media as their news source and nearly 80% of 

social media news consumers have concerns that the articles published are either 

inaccurate or one-sided (Jung et al., 2020). Therefore, it is important that while 

“these youth activists may not receive the same media attention, they are every bit as 

committed, engaged and important” to the full picture (Pousadela, 2020, p. 5). The 

media can also then have the opposite effect where the over publication of climate 

related litigations and wins, may further prevent people from applying additional 

pressure when needed (Rahman, 2020).  

 Social media can also act as a major channel for the connection of collective 

opinions and powerful leaders, which allows for issues to be dealt with much faster 

through those few powerful clicks of a button (Jung et al., 2020). Greta confirmed 

this by admitting that social media coverage on her climate movement by other such 

organizations and entrepreneurs increased her exposure dramatically because they 

were retweeting her messages (Jung et al., 2020). On politicians who post photos 

with her on their social media, Greta stated that “they can post it on social media, 

and it makes them look good, makes them seem like they care” (Merkel, 2020, p. 3). 

When further asked if world leaders fighting to get a photo with her made her feel 

‘used’, Greta expressed the opinion that “people definitely see me sometimes as 

someone to stand next to, to look good, and that is something I really dislike because 

that is not the sort of person I want to be” (Merkel, 2020, p. 3). 

 To give media some credit, online platforms have changed the face of 

activism during the COVID19 pandemic, allowing protests to still occur online, or 

policy meetings to continue even if the individuals were unable to meet in person. 
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Media, specifically social media, also provide a direct platform for youth 

engagement. Media is also ground zero when it comes to the coverage on climate 

action. Without the media and their coverage of the lone protests, the momentum 

would have slowed down drastically if that information was never shared so widely 

(as shown in Table 2). In fact, some of Greta’s most high-profile supporters, who 

assisted in spreading her actions further, were on Twitter. She, however, also had a 

firm grasp on the media and knew how to utilize her Twitter bio in response to 

people who trolled her (Jung et al., 2020). The table below shows key points in 

Greta’s work as an activist, and the top words associated with that period (Jung et 

al., 2020). The inclusion of this table assists in portraying the amount of power that 

social media has when people are using their platforms to get the word out; either 

positively or negatively. While the table centres around social media acting as a 

protective or harmful source, it is also applicable to the later discourse of the 

dismissal of children. 

Table 2 

Twitter data of the most frequently used words during four major periods of Greta’s 

activism 

 

Source: Published in a study by Jung et al., 2020. 



 

       68 

 

 The firm grasp that Greta has maintained on social media cannot be applied 

to other youth activists. Perhaps, antithetically, Naomi Seibt, aptly deemed the ‘anti-

Greta’, has an extremely active following on YouTube for her videos on migration, 

feminism, and climate change (Butler & Eilperin, 2020). Her most successful 

endeavour was participating in a Madrid Talks session which garnered over 100,000 

viewers of her talk and perspective on climate change (Butler & Eilperin, 2020). 

While Greta boasts millions of followers across all platforms, Naomi has slightly 

under 50,000 YouTube subscribers (Butler & Eilperin, 2020). So, not only is social 

media method important, but so too is the message these youth are conveying and 

whether people choose to stand with them. An Asian activist has found more success 

on social media by going by her English name to properly challenge the system in an 

open, pleasant, and fair way (Myers, 2020). Additional media strategies have been 

observed with the Ghana Youth Environmental Movement using graphic design and 

social media to help mobilize young people around the Fridays for Future and 

School Climate Strike campaigns (Pousadela, 2020), and a group of New Zealand 

students producing a video that articulated climate change and how it is affecting 

those in the Pacific (Faciolince, 2019). Finally, while not directly related to climate 

action, influential teens, dubbed ‘shapers’, have also managed to reach 10,000 young 

people with mental health support across six different languages and they have also 

created digital resources in Mexico City to provide migrants with information about 

job opportunities (Hamza & Pierce, 2019). The varied activities highlight the 

invaluable role that social media can play in our everyday lives. All this work has 

not been accomplished without barriers. Youth are still fighting to be heard in 
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certain adult-led spaces and the hierarchies that stop them from actively engaging in 

legislature and other political topics will be discussed next. 

Hierarchical and Power Relations 

 This was the broadest discourse of the seven, so some sub discourses were 

created to better frame the data collected.  These include young people’s priorities, 

positions of power, adults’ reaction to youth activism, lack of changes from the 

government, federal court filings and lawsuits, and conference behaviours which 

were developed as a framework to present the expressions of adults who contest the 

facts of climate change.  

 In the documentary by Grossman (2020), the members of the European 

parliament made the argument that young people should be going to school, and that 

there should be less activism in schools. The parliament also did not accept “that 

taking time off school in the middle of term was useful to children” (Grossman, 

2020, 33:23-33:27). With further regard to the political sphere, the documentaries 

also showed that during Greta’s 2019 speech at the United Nations, most world 

leaders were on their phone and not paying attention (Hill, 2020; Grossman, 2020). 

Greta and other youth activists can later be seen removing their translator earpiece 

during other diplomats’ speeches as you can tell that they are unhappy with what 

they were hearing (Grossman, 2020). Ironically, Greta was also told that she would 

not get to meet the Secretary General unless she “caused a global crisis” (Grossman, 

2020, 24:11-24:12). However, during the round table session, she was placed next to 

him at the table, almost snubbing the original politicians who told her otherwise 
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(Grossman, 2020). In her numerous speeches made to world leaders, Greta told the 

adults that “you are not mature enough to tell it like it is. Even that burden you leave 

to us children” (Hill, 2020, 03:30-03:32). Greta continued with, “they know what to 

say. They know what sells. But in fact, they’re doing basically nothing” (Grossman, 

2020, 44:50-44:57). The major problem that youth encounter in this sphere is their 

inability to vote to produce the change, therefore, the most that they can do is plead 

and try to force adults to listen to them and hope, in return that they care enough to 

make change for their children’s and grandchildren’s future (Hill, 2020). Most of the 

cases lodged against federal governments have been from people below the legal 

voting age in their respective countries, and who most fear the effects of climate 

change on their generation (Rahman, 2020). This immense pressure that the older 

generation is placing on today’s youth is considered as being so astronomical that 

Greta has spoken numerous times in interviews about the immense frustration and 

pressure placed on her and other youth activists. In one instance, she said, “I should 

not have to do this. No one my age should. We may be well on our way to 

adulthood, but none of this is fair. None of it is right. None of it should be our 

burden to bear alone; we must act together, across generations” (Rauber, 2020, para. 

10). 

 According to early theorists such Bandura (1977), children learn through 

imitation, so it is no surprise that “we kids most often don’t do what you tell us to 

do, we do as you do and since you grownups don’t care about my future, I won’t 

either” (Hill, 2020, 6:39-6:46). The blatant disregard for children’s wishes on 
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climate change and science was most evident on Twitter as the following tweets 

show:  

If I wanted to watch a teenager moaning about stuff, I only need walk down 

the hallway to my own little ECO warrior who still has not worked out where 

her dirty clothes go (Edgy, 2020). 

 

Horrible what the progressive-globalist agenda is doing with the minds of 

youth flooding the narrative of MARXIST-COMMUNIST ideology with the 

lie of climate control (Martinez, 2020). 

 

Parents in usa and Canada (since Trudeau loves the Paris climate (???) 

agreement??? Politics like climate change has no place in the public 

schools… the Paris agreement is not environment. it’s a manipulation of our 

youth in schools. Government control. this is not good (Leard, 2021). 

 

The puppet of the World Left already has its movie. Greta is another product 

of George Soros Marketing (Martinez, 2020) 

 

In Figure 2 below, a picture posted to the main I am Greta documentary thread on 

Twitter shows Greta ‘being brainwashed by the socialist agenda’. In response to 

these negative social media responses, the sooner we acknowledge that climate 

change is not a political event, but rather a life altering one, the sooner we make 

progress on the front by listening to those who have experience in the field, whether 

they have PhDs to support their claims or not. 

Figure 2 

Youth are brainwashed by the socialist agenda 
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Source: Published on Twitter by Yulimar Martinez, @yulim5r, January 21, 2021. 

 In a defamatory piece attempting to discredit Greta’s statements, a researcher 

said that “I’ve been researching and writing about climate change for more than 20 

years, longer than she’s even been in existence, yet her views, and not my educated 

ones, are taken seriously” (Burnett, 2019, p. 1). The piece continues about how 

nearly 500 climate researchers had all signed a document sent to the UN Secretary 

General, stating that we were not in a climate crisis. In the letter, it explained that the 

“previous current climate policies pointlessly undermined the economic system, 

putting lives at risk in countries denied access to affordable, continuous electrical 

power” (Burnett, 2019, p. 1). Although the scientist might have been making a good 

point as evidenced by the data collected for the Westernized viewpoints discourse, 

there was no reason to attack Greta in the same document for learning what she did 

on her own. However, according to Burnett (2019), “The adults in Greta’s life failed 

her by not teaching her any of these critical facts. That’s what she should be 

outraged about” (p. 3). As one final act of childhood rebellion on her part, Greta 

took to Twitter to share the sentiments of finally turning 18. 

Thank you so much for all the well-wishes on my 18th birthday! Tonight, you 

will find me down at the local pub exposing all the dark secrets behind 

climate – and school strike conspiracy and my evil handlers who can no 

longer control me! I am free at last! (Thunberg, 2021). 

 

Andrew Bolt, a reporter for Australia’s Herald Sun, wrote that Greta was a “deeply 

disturbed young woman who was spreading unfounded climate change panic” 

(Mason, 2019, p. 2). Mr. Bernier, an American politician also accused Greta of 

being “mentally unstable” due to both her Asperger’s diagnosis as well as depression 
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and anxiety (Mason, 2019). Bernier further stated that “she posed a threat to our 

prosperity and civilization and suggested that if she wanted to play the role of 

climate alarmist, she should be denounced and attacked” (Mason, 2019, p. 1-2). 

Behind these verbal attacks and harassment were, unsurprisingly, white men, which 

“suggests a link between male reactionaries and climate change denial” (Mason, 

2019, p. 2). However, Mason (2019), voiced his concern about the number of attacks 

that Greta received when he said: 

What worries me more generally is that we will come to accept the type of 

behaviour Mr. Bernier exhibited toward Ms. Thunberg as legitimate, as fair 

game, as nothing more than what you see the President of the United States 

engaging in almost daily. Demean, devalue, shame, ridicule, taunt – anything 

goes, no matter how old your target it (Mason, 2019, p. 3). 

 

 Moving away from the public attacks on Greta, police in New Delhi have 

blocked the website of a local youth climate movement, as it was described as 

having content that “was objectionable and depicting an unlawful or terrorist act” 

(Agarwal, 2020, para. 1). Further, the Delhi police also alleged that the website 

contained “religious hatred material and that the contents of the website and its 

actions attach the imposition of the conspiracy to commit a terror act” (Agarwal, 

2020, para. 9). In Russia, police are known to detain underage activists and try to 

scare them by calling their parents. This results in most school-aged children staying 

out of Fridays for Future strikes (Ponomarenko, 2020). Although meetings, 

demonstrations, marches, rallies, and picketing are legal in Russia, they all need 

approval by local administrators and, according to a Russian NGO OVD-Info, 

requests are typically denied (Ponomarenko, 2020).  



 

       74 

 

 The general picture emerging is that youth lack the ability to vote or make 

any kind of huge political difference (Lawrynuik, 2020). Sophie Vipond, a plaintiff 

the in the climate justice case against the Government of Canada, stated that “I don’t 

get to tell our leaders what I think. So, a lawsuit seemed like a good way to get my 

opinion out there” (Lawrynuik, 2020, p. 2). The claim being made against the 

Canadian government is that:  

Despite knowing for decades’ that carbon emissions ‘cause climate change 

and disproportionality harm children,’ the government continued to allow 

emissions to increase at a level ‘incompatible with a stable climate capable of 

sustaining human life and liberties (Hernandez, 2020, p. 3). 

 

The goal of this lawsuit is to force the government to plan to address the current 

climate scene, because unless courts order them to do so, the past governments have 

proven to not follow up on their promises (Canadian Broadcasting Company News, 

2020, herein CBC). CBC News (2020) has since learned that Ottawa attempted to 

urge a supreme court judge to throw out the case brought up by the group of youth 

activists as it was deemed as being “too broad” (para. 1). Globally, the European 

Court of Human Rights is also being forced into urgent action to prove whether the 

legally binding decision that children have the right to safe living spaces (UNCRC, 

1989, Art. 27) can filter down and be applied at the domestic level (Young, 2020). 

Finally, the EU27 states along with Norway, Russia, Switzerland, the UK, Turkey, 

and the Ukraine are all obliged to respond to the complaints of the plaintiffs who say 

that “their government is moving too slowly to reduce the greenhouse gas emissions 

that are destabilizing the climate” (Watts, 2020, para. 4). The sheer number of youth 

plaintiffs showcase that they are facing difficulties when persuading their local 

governments to make change. As the dismissal of children and their voices is also a 
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common theme within sociology of childhood and the concept of childhood 

innocence, this critical discourse will be examined last. 

Dismissal of Children 

 Throughout both documentaries, the sentiment was shared that youth should 

be in school, instead of being on strike (Grossman, 2020; Hill, 2020). Most people 

also still believe that causes such as climate change should be led by scientists “and 

not politicians and a mentally ill Swedish girl” (Grossman, 2020). Piers Morgan 

from the British Broadcasting Company (herein BBC) news described Greta as 

“annoying and people find her very hyperbolic and very hysterical, and very over 

emotional” (Grossman, 2020, 58:00-58:07). Poignantly, Greta’s father turned to her 

during one of the events and exclaimed “soon it will be Monday, and no one will 

recognize you anymore” (Grossman, 2020, 30:50-30:55). In hindsight, Greta is not 

even sure why she ever got involved in all the diplomacy as she feels as if she is just 

being spotlighted to make it seem like adults are doing something (Grossman, 2020). 

In her own words, “It feels like I’m speaking a completely different language. Or as 

if the microphone is not on” (Grossman, 2020, 1:08:11-1:08:20). Greta is very aware 

of her duality in power that she holds in the climate change realm; youth listen to her 

and are actively involved, but she is also not shocked when adults shrug her off. “It’s 

okay if you refuse to listen to me, I am after all, just a 16-year-old schoolgirl from 

Sweden, but you cannot ignore the science” (Hill, 2020, 32:23-32:30). Even though 

she receives standing ovations at nearly every event she attends, world leaders never 
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listen to her recommendations and this response creates and interesting dichotomy, 

as she says, 

There are always going to be people who don’t understand, or don’t accept 

the united science, I mean, I will just ignore them because I mean, I’m only 

acting and communicating on the science, and if they don’t like that then, 

what have I go to do with that? (Greta Thunberg as cited in Hill, 2020, 

41:00-41:20). 

 

In an article published on Twitter, the headline read “Activist Greta Thunberg, 17, 

mocks Barrett for not having ‘views on climate change’” (As cited in Humphrey, 

2020). In response, a member of the Conservative Party of Canada retorted that “the 

arrogance of youth is strong with this one” (Humphrey, 2020). Others felt the need 

to chime in on the original documentary tweets that were produced by Grossman 

(2020) that as seen here: 

Dictatorship and totalitarian states have often been tried but have never 

proven sustainable. Maybe this time. The youth is stupid and brainwashed 

and ready for the climate saving totalitarianism. In WHO and (leftists) 

governments they believe. China is fine, USA under Trump? Threat 

(Klimafobie, 2021).  

 

In a final article posted to Twitter, The Sunday Times (2021) interviewed Greta who 

explained that “since people are desperate not to talk about the climate crisis, they 

are going to do everything to distract me. Instead of speaking about it, they are going 

to try to make this a debate about me or my personality” (para. 5).  

 Much of the previous data gleaned from the news articles also falls within 

this section, so the discussion will brief. The same data from the Burnett (2019) 

article, claiming that his views were more important as he had spent his academic 
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life studying climate change, and the blatant disregard for Greta’s opinions through 

the delegitimization of her claims by using the letter to the United Nations Secretary 

General from the 500 climate researchers, also serve as important evidence for this 

discourse. The continuous battery that Burnett (2019) put Greta through in this 

article demonstrates just how dismissive adults can be towards their younger 

counterparts, whether this is due to age, race, or sex. Also included in this line of 

attack is the fact that youths have not reached the age of majority to vote, leading to 

a further dismissing of their voices (Lawrynuik, 2020). The intersection between 

power and the dismissal of children should not be overlooked and will be further 

discussed in the analysis section that follows. The fact that adults, police, politicians, 

and even parents have stepped in to squash the voices and opinions of youth is 

extremely troublesome. Not to mention the fact that youths are fully aware of this 

happening and to combat it, they have taken massive steps to be heard, but instead, 

they get rejected even harder than they were the first time. While equality between 

generations will continue to be an issue for many years to come, adults can learn 

much by listening to their younger counterparts, even if they are not as ‘experienced’ 

as they are. 

 In the following chapter, the research questions will be answered using the 

sociology of childhood framework, along with Foucauldian discourse analysis. For 

research question one: How do media represent youth climate change activists? the 

discourses of adults as supporters, active actors, lone and collective activism, and the 

dismissal of children will be used. To answer the second research question: How do 

discourses inform the way in which we understand youth climate activists? 
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westernized viewpoints, media as a gatekeeper/catalyst, hierarchical and power 

relations, and the dismissal of children will be the discussed discourses. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION  

 This chapter will now look at the relationship amongst these discourses and 

how they show how media portrayal and societal discourses are both formed and 

molded through the current research. Foucauldian discourse analysis is open to 

multiple readings (Flowerdew, 1999) and, as such, the interpretations that seem most 

plausible, given the research questions, will be highlighted. We must also accept 

“that the texts we produce, like those we analyze, are susceptible to multiple 

interpretations” (Flowerdew, 1999, p. 1096) and, therefore, every effort will be made 

to write in a simple, transparent style to reduce subtle implications as much as 

possible. However, since the discussion will be the result of my individual 

exploration, it will inevitably be marked by the individualistic style of the author 

(Flowerdew, 1999). With the media being one of the biggest proponents of the 

climate change agenda, as found by the results, it will be discussed first before the 

research questions are addressed.  

Firstly, it should be noted that while the original intentions of the research 

were to collect data on all youth activists, the actual data collected focused strongly 

on Greta Thunberg as she her exerts her own type of power in relation to the media 

and global climate change efforts. Through the research process, the impact of media 

on youth activism in the climate change sphere was strongly emphasized. Without 

question, media play an interesting role in the process of both discursive and 

conversation analysis as all media platforms are easily accessible and typically allow 

for comments to be shared and left by others. To reiterate, conversation analysis 
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involves looking at the details within human interactions and how social interactions 

are organized in turn-taking sequences (Miller, 2011). The situation exists where 

even if a positive tweet is shared in relation to youth climate activism, people can 

reply or make negative comments, and although they are all authored by separate 

people, all these comments will appear under the original post. This creates an 

interesting dialogue between the members involved. For example, Greta ‘mocks’ 

Amy Cohen Barret for having no ‘views on climate change’, then the media reports 

it and adds their take to the story, and finally it ends up on Twitter where the 

Canadian politician Humphrey chimes in with a quote tweet aimed at demeaning 

Greta. This is only one example that proves the importance of how conversations are 

framed. 

As mentioned previously, media also should not be solely considered as 

“merely conduits for the transmission of information, but as institutionally 

embedded meaning-making tools that connect people across time and space” 

(Drotner, 2013, p. 15). This is no more evident than the countless opportunities and 

connections media provide to youth globally; especially linking climate change 

activities in the Global North and Global South (Fridays for Future India, 2019; Oai, 

2021; Ocak, 2020). This study found that viewers of the media are now starting to 

look deeper into media portrayal to “find children as active social participants, 

producers and consumers of culture who participate in constructing visual images 

and narratives through their global participation on the internet” (Drotner, 2013, p. 

27). News and social media are therefore catalysts of societal norms and proper 
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cultural and social boundaries for children; daily, media defines, regulates, and 

handles social problems as if they are moral problems (Drotner, 2013). 

Research Question 1: How do the media represent youth climate activists? 

 The analysis of discourse involves more than just language since we also 

must analyze how language coordinates with the “ways of acting, interacting, 

valuing, believing, feeling, and with bodies, clothes, non-linguistic symbols, objects, 

tools, technologies, times and places” (Currie, Kelly & Pomerantz, 2007, 380). 

Through the lens of Foucault and his take on discourse and power, youth do hold a 

specific space of power within the media, as seen by the monopoly that Greta holds 

on most Western media outlets in the climate change realm (see also table 2). By 

adults engaging with youth, and sharing their message more widely, youth are the 

powerful ones in this given scenario. As previously mentioned, Foucault describes 

how “not all regions of discourse are equally open and penetrable; some of them are 

largely forbidden” (Foucault, 1978, p. 61-62). The data has shown this on numerous 

occasions through the documentaries, whereby youth speeches and decisions are 

consistently averted by those in positions of power to fit their own agenda 

(Grossman, 2020; Hill, 2020). This can also be seen through the Twitter and news 

data of politicians and those in positions of power actively condemning youth 

climate activism (Burnett, 2019; Klimafobie, 2021; Martinez, 2021; Mason, 2019; 

Merkel, 2020). 

Identifying patterns in the data (Wolcott, 2003, p. 33) was an easy task due to 

the use of discourses and conversation analysis that subdivided the data into 
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thematic categories. The seven discourses were further analyzed in a relational 

context by bringing in the theoretical framework of the sociology of childhood. 

Operating on six assumptions; childhood is a social construction; childhood is a 

variable of social analysis; children’s everyday lives are worthy of study in their 

own right; children are not passive subjects of social structures but active actors; 

ethnography may be the most useful methodological approach to understanding 

children and childhood; and childhood theorists and researchers also play a role in 

reconstructing childhood (Prout & James, 1997); all six of these assumptions are 

critical for understanding the theoretical approach, however, only three will be 

analyzed in detail for their relation to the data. Since this research was conducted 

using a discursive analysis approach, the assumption that ethnography is the best 

method for understanding youths’ viewpoints does not apply here as ethnography 

was not employed. Childhood is a variable of social analysis was also excluded as 

the entire purpose of this study was to showcase how discourses shape youth 

activism and childhood, therefore it is being used as a web to weave all the ideas 

together. Finally, the aspect that childhood theorists and research play a role in 

reconstructing childhood was excluded as the researcher’s perspective of childhood 

was not examined, and instead focused heavily on the media. 

  This research set out to help shed some light on the importance of bringing 

children’s voices to the forefront of decision-making as well as to show that children 

are worth the time and effort spent to better understand them. If we consistently 

ignore the voices of children and youths, then we will never fully understand them 

and their capacity for serious thoughts and actions. Children have the right to 
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participate in decisions that affect them, and the sociology of childhood 

acknowledges children's expertise within their own lives, allowing them to articulate 

their own life experiences without adults imposing (Prout & James, 1997; Freeman, 

1998; Mayall, 2000). The data has shown that youth are valuable, no matter the scale 

on which they are making change (Grossman, 2020; Hill, 2020; Watts, 2020). The 

new sociology of childhood seeks to explore children’s experience by using them as 

experts (Leonard, 2016), and that could not have been clearer through the research 

findings. The poignant quote that Greta’s dad gave during the Grossman (2020) 

documentary that Greta knows more than 97% of world leaders on the climate 

change problem, is only some evidence of this. Further, we have the influx of 

lawsuits being filed against countries for youth to finally be heard and have their 

opinions considered as top importance since their generation is the one who will deal 

with the blunt of climate change (Hernandez, 2020; Lawrynuik, 2020; Lynch, 2020; 

Watts, 2020). The sociology of childhood provides the foundation for understanding 

and perceiving youth and their lives. Building on this, we will now discuss how 

youth actively engage with the environment around them daily.  

 Regarding this discourse, youth climate activists are constantly on their feet 

trying to push for change in whatever ways they can (Calfas, 2020). Even with the 

COID-19 pandemic shutting everything down, they were still holding their own 

online conference and strikes (Winters, 2020). This extends farther than just climate 

activists as the discourse across all activists found both through the literature review 

and this research, was that young people were all very actively involved in their 

causes. Even when no problem was given to youth, they were still coming up with 
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out of the box solutions for others (Awan, 2020; The Lancet, 2019; YLE, 2019), 

even if they were not accepted. What unfolds next is an analysis based solely on 

children’s rights that are laid out within the UNCRC (1989); keeping in mind that 

children are experts as deemed by the sociology of childhood (Prout & James, 

1997), and that they actively engage with the environment around them, serves as 

the basis for the next section. 

All parties shall respect children’s rights to non-discrimination irrespective 

of their race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, 

national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status 

(UNCRC, 1989, Art. 2). 

 

The ‘accidental’ cropping out of Vanessa Nakate (Evelyn, 2020; Now This, 

2020) from a youth climate activist photo is a prime example of media being in 

violation of this clause. Although not a state party, all adults should be upholding the 

articles set out in the convention. Data also showed that world leaders (Grossman, 

2020; Hill 2020) have also made demeaning comments towards Greta as she is 

diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome; this is disheartening knowing that most of the 

leaders of the countries, apart from the United States, are ones that have ratified the 

UNCRC (Canada, France, Italy, Russia). 

States Parties recognize that every child has the inherent right to life. States 

Parties shall ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and 

development of the child. (UNCRC, 1989, Art. 6). 

Irrespective of the locale of youth, they all have the inherent right to life; by 

continuing to delay action on the climate crisis, we are setting the world up for loss 

of life on a major scale, specifically in the Global South. As seen through the data 
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(Evelyn, 2020; Mannan & Huq, 2020; Taylor, 2021; Teoh, 2019; Watts, 2020; 

Young, 2020), flash flooding, landslides, rising sea levels and volcano activity will 

continue to displace thousands of people each year, and that’s without considering 

the potential for lives to be lost in these natural disasters. 

States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her 

own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the 

child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the 

age and maturity of the child. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be 

provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial and administrative 

proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through a representative or 

an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of 

national law (United, Nations, 1989, Art. 12). 

 

The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall 

include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all 

kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form 

of art, or through any other media of the child's choice (United, 

Nations,1989, Art. 13). 

 

Children have the basic right to strike and have their voices heard, so although adults 

are perturbed that youth are skipping school (Jung et. al, 2020; Pousadela, 2020) to 

make the climate crisis movement more impactful (Grossman, 2020; Hill, 2020), 

state parties can do little to end these strikes unless it goes against other national 

laws, such as those in China and Russia (Myers, 2020; Ponomarenko, 2020) 

States Parties recognize the important function performed by the mass media 

and shall ensure that the child has access to information and material from a 

diversity of national and international sources, especially those aimed at the 

promotion of his or her social, spiritual, and moral well-being and physical 

and mental health (United, Nations, 1989, Art. 17). 

This article specifically draws on the findings from India, whereby the government 

declared their climate actions as “unlawful and terrorist acts” (Agarwal, 2020, para. 
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1). Although the government seems to think that barring information from being 

posted to the internet from New Delhi, these youth still have access to the rest of the 

social media world that is constantly sharing their small wins against their 

governments for climate justice (Fridays for Future India, 2020; Ocak, 2020). The 

same can be said for the connection that media allows between youth of the Global 

North and Global South as mentioned previously (Drotner, 2013; Fridays for Future 

India, 2020). Although Foucault was unable to examine more current forms of 

power such as the information power of social media and data analytics (Koopman, 

2017), it can be inferred that there are unspoken power structures interwoven 

throughout this new media discourse. The study’s results therefore show that both 

media and social media are generational forms of power. 

Research Question 2: How do discourses inform the way in which we 

understand youth climate activists?  

 Childhood theorist Locke (1664, as cited in Duschinsky, 2012) believed that 

every child was born as a blank slate, or ‘tabula rasa’, and then they were taught and 

molded into the people they grow to become. Locke stated that his objective was:  

To inquire whether the souls of the newly born are just rasas tabulas, 

afterwards to be filled in by observation and reasoning, or whether they have 

the laws of nature as signs of their duty inscribed on them at birth. But by our 

inquiry whether the law of nature is written in the souls of men we mean this: 

namely, whether there are any moral propositions inborn in the mind' (Locke, 

1664, as cited in Duschinsky, 2012, 515)  

 

Building on Locke’s assumption, childhood is socially constructed in various ways 

depending on cultural contexts. For example, ‘youth’ is anyone up to age 24 today 
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(World Health Organization, 2021), however, within the UNCRC, anyone over 18 is 

regarded as an adult (1989). This reflects a shift in societal discourse, and although 

we now accept that young adults can still be classified as youth due to their brain 

development, they are also adults with the corresponding responsibilities. Due to this 

idealization of children as ‘innocent, naïve and at risk of harm’, it can be difficult to 

change minds of adults when it comes to interacting with children. In the Middle 

Ages, children were considered ‘little adults’ however, over time, their value grew 

as their economic capital diminished which resulted in massive shifts in the overall 

treatment of children (Gleason as cited in Pomerantz, 2009). Therefore, “childhood 

is represented more frequently as the child of experience rather than the child of 

innocence” (Emberley as cited in Pomerantz, 2009, p. 148), as shown through the 

experiences of youth today and the wars, poverty, earthquakes, diseases, and rising 

temperatures they have had to endure. Thus, “the child of experience has now been 

inducted into the adult world of knowing – knowing pain, knowing death, knowing 

war, and knowing the need to testify” (Emberley as cited in Pomerantz, 2009, p. 

148). This can further be seen through the constant pressure that youth are trying to 

put on adults, and those in power to create change (Grossman, 2020; Hill, 2020; 

Rahman, 2020; Rauber, 2020). Nevertheless, they are not allowed to penetrate the 

‘adult like’ barrier to have their opinions and voices fully considered (Conference of 

Youth, 2020; COY13, 2017; Gibbons, 2014).  

  ‘Childhood’ has evolved over decades; they have moved from being blank 

slates to that of mini adults, and now we are usually stuck between the two, 

whereby, youths still need both to be protected but they are also able to stand on 
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their own two feet and contribute to certain discussions. The latter situation is seen 

in the UNCRC (1989), which states that “States Parties shall assure to the child who 

is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in 

all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in 

accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (Art. 12). This connects directly 

to intergenerational justice theory which, again, focuses on what we owe to unborn 

generations, without considering what we owe to the existing younger generation 

(Tremmel, 2009; McQuiad et al., 2017). Using these two concepts in tandem, it 

gives youth the right to strike and be heard on all climate change issues since this is 

a problem that their generation will have to bear the impact. It, therefore, leads one 

to question fairness or right of anyone to try and silence these young activists. 

Through the data, it is youth that are speaking up to adults and requesting that they 

take on climate justice in terms of thinking about what their children, or 

grandchildren’s generations will experience (Grossman, 2020; Hill, 2020; Rahman, 

2020; Rauber, 2020). If they do not wish to change for themselves, wanting to make 

things better for their other family members has been seen to impact adult efforts on 

climate change (Lawrynuik, 2020; Smith, 2021; Watts, 2020).  

In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private 

social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or 

legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary 

consideration (United, Nations, 1989, Art. 3). 

 

States Parties shall undertake all appropriate legislative, administrative, and 

other measures for the implementation of the rights recognized in the present 

Convention. With regard to economic, social and cultural rights, States 

Parties shall undertake such measures to the maximum extent of their 

available resources and, where needed, within the framework of international 

co-operation. (United, Nations, 1989, Art. 4). 
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The dismissal of legislative appeals made by youth (Hernandez, 2020; Lawrynuik, 

2020; Lynch, 2020; Watts, 2020), was a common theme within both the hierarchical 

and power relations discourse, and the dismissal of children discourse. It should not 

go unnoticed that denying youth their basic right to have their appropriate legislative 

concerns heard, as well as overlooking the fact that passing down the climate crisis 

to the younger generation infringes upon their best interests.  

 Overall, the fights for climate justice on behalf of youth climate activists will 

be an ongoing issue, however it is important to frame these findings in relation to the 

UNCRC since it is the most widely ratified convention in the world (1989). 

Children’s rights should be widely recognized and taught as they are becoming the 

voices of our future and seem to have no plans on stopping (Hamza & Pierce, 2019; 

Winters, 2020; YLE, 2019).  
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

Although discussed separately above, the connections between the UNCRC 

(1989), Foucault’s views on power (1978, 1981), and the sociology of childhood 

(Prout & James, 1997) should not be overlooked as together they create a powerful 

tool to place children in a position of power that society deems youth are ‘too naïve’ 

to have (Duschinsky, 2012; Locke, 1664). As the sociology of childhood looks at 

prioritizing youth as experts in their own lives, the UNCRC (1989) supports this in 

article 12 whereby children have the right to “form his or her own views and the 

right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child” (UNCRC, 1989, 

Art. 12). The findings of this study showed that children are effectively using their 

voices and lived experiences to help mould and shape political policies and societal 

outcomes regarding climate change (Burnett, 2019; Hill, 2020; Lawrynuik, 2020; 

Rauber, 2020; Watts, 2020). As most of the findings were focused on Greta, this 

connects back to Foucault and his theory of power in given circumstances. Foucault 

(1981 as cited in Koopman, 2017) was skeptical that the only true power that exists 

is sovereign power, as discussed by many of his colleagues, however Foucault was 

able to vision power against itself. Through this, the plurality of power, and its 

ability to coexist alongside, or even come into conflict with another form of power 

exists (Foucault, 1981; Koopman, 2017) and is evident through Greta as she holds 

great power in the media and youth activism landscape but does not hold any power 

in political or judicial situations. Instead, the results of this study should be 

perceived from Foucault’s idea of discipline, a subtype of power.  
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Discipline, according to Foucault’s historical and philosophical analyses, is a 

form of power that tells people how to act by coaxing them to adjust themselves 

to what is ‘normal’. It is power in the form of corrects training. Discipline does 

not strike down the subject at whom it is directed, in the way that sovereignty 

does. Discipline works more subtly, with an exquisite care even, in order to 

produce obedient people (Foucault, 1981; Koopman, 2017, para. 14) 

By viewing youth activism as a discipline, it allows us to truly view how youth are 

coaxing governments and legislative bodies to make change to climate policies, 

while the youth are also being coaxed in return from those same parties to leave the 

‘scientific’ discussions to adults and professionals. 

Implications 

 Human behaviour is complexly motivated (Wolcott, 2003), and, as such, the 

interpretation of their motives, speech and actions must therefore take this into 

consideration that the meaning of what they say and do must be inferred rather than 

being stated as totally ‘true’. Based on early theories, such as those by Bandura 

(1977), it is no surprise that today’s youth are silenced and often attacked for 

expressing their opinions. As explained by Pomerantz (2009), in the past, children 

used to be considered little adults, capable of doing and thinking in the same manner 

as adults. However, children are now seen as being somewhere between a state of 

perpetual childhood innocence and one of having the right to be seen and heard. 

Therefore, if we want to bring about real change in society pertaining to the fight for 

climate justice, then we must start by tackling our assumptions and perceptions of 

what a child is, and what they can do. If they have the inherent right to be included 

in decisions that affect them (UNCRC, 1989, Art. 12), then adults should be working 

as allies to amplify their voices instead of continually speaking above them or trying 
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to discredit their opinions, especially when they are rooted in science. Being an 

adult, I know we typically overlook children and their decisions since we are more 

experienced and therefore, we place more weight on our ideas and opinions. 

However, the rights of children cannot be overlooked just for the sake of discrediting 

youth. Greta Thunberg is the most popularized, publicized, and successful activist at 

the present time, regardless of her age. Now that she has celebrated her 18th birthday, 

it would be interesting to see if the discussions between her and the people in power 

will change because she is considered a ‘legal adult’. It should be noted that Greta 

Thunberg was not the first youth activist, nor will she be the last, and the activists 

who have stood up for the climate before her deserve the same time, attention, and 

commitment that Greta has received. To not give them this attention due to their 

global location, income level, race, or creed, goes directly against Article 2 from the 

UNCRC that says every child has the right to non-discrimination (1989).  

Limitations and Future Research  

 Certain limitations affected the study as the data collected and used were 

those which were publicly accessible and, therefore, they might only tell a partial 

story of the true portrayal of the voices of youths. It is possible that if the study were 

conducted again by interviewing young people, a different story of youth activism 

and how youth voices are overlooked might have emerged.  

For future research projects, media portrayals should be looked at on a 

country-to-country basis as cultural norms are not the same and as such should be 

avoided being overgeneralized based off a few news articles. More emphasis should 
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be placed on examining the interactions between adults in power and youth climate 

activism as most of the dichotomy observed came from this direction. Finally, 

further studies could be undertaken by interviewing youth activists for climate 

change rather than relying on documentary evidence as this should provide deeper 

insights and understanding of how the young people feel about the way they are 

treated by the adults. 
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