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Young people’s climate activism must stand as one of the most 
remarkable and important mass movements of our age. At 
levels of organization from the local to the global, young climate 

activists are coming together in massive mobilizations, and particularly 
school strikes, under the names of Fridays For Future, #FridaysForFuture, 
Youth for Climate, Youth Strike for (or 4) Climate and School Strike for (or 
4) Climate. This article responds to the most extensive study of young 
people’s climate action published to date, entitled ‘Protest for a Future: 
Composition, Mobilization and Motives of the Participants in Fridays For 
Future Climate Protests on 15 March, 2019 in 13 European Cities’. In this 
significant and provocative article, an analysis is provided of the potential 
– and the need – for empirical work at local and international levels 
concerning youth climate activism that recognizes the often complex, 
liminal nature of young political agency and the diverse, intersecting 
motives that lead young people to demonstrate for action on climate 
change. Through this analysis, this article contributes to theoretical 
innovation to get beyond rigid, top-down understandings of young 
people’s political engagement, and instead build theory from young 
people’s visions of social, economic and political change in response to 
climate emergency. 
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Introduction
In 2019, an international group of natural scientists co-signed a letter to the journal Science stating 
that ‘the world’s youth have begun to persistently demonstrate for the protection of the climate and 
other foundations of human well-being’ (Hagedorn et al. 2019, 364) at a time of intersecting crises of 
climate change, ecological collapse, environmental degradation, climate injustice and mass extinction. 
The letter called for scholars to respect young people for their leadership and to offer full support. 
Our task, to quote the renowned young climate activist Greta Thunberg, is ‘to act as if the house is on 
fire, because it is’ (Thunberg 2018). For young activists and supportive scientists alike, the Fridays for 
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Future school strikes occur at no less than the end of the world. A new world is imminent: that is to 
say, a new world sculpted by anthropogenic changes to the environment, and perhaps restructured 
by social, political, economic and cultural reform.

In this article I respond to the research paper, and accompanying country-by-country reports, 
entitled ‘Protest for a Future: Composition, Mobilization and Motives of the Participants in Fridays 
For Future Climate Protests on 15 March, 2019 in 13 European Cities’ co-authored by an international 
team of 21 researchers (Wahlström et al. 2019). This report is, at the time of writing, the most 
extensive scientific study of young people’s climate action in publication. It was conducted using an 
established method developed under the title “Caught in the Act of Protest: Contextualizing 
Contestation” (CCC) (Walgrave et al. 2016), which is a method that uses teams of researchers to 
provide a probabilistic sample of a public demonstration, whether static or moving. Notably, the 
research teams employ a ‘pointer’ who identifies participants to the interviewer, to minimize selection 
bias on the part of researchers who might otherwise interview participants who appear approachable 
(Walgrave & Verhulst 2011). The authors of the ‘Protest for a Future’ report conclude that ‘further 
research is needed to follow the development of the first massive youth mobilization on climate 
change’, and they ‘strongly encourage research efforts to continue following this movement as it 
develops over time’ (Wahlström et al. 2019, 17).

I contextualize the findings of Wahlström and colleagues (2019) within a broader academic literature 
on young people’s political action in the age of ‘the “precarious generation”… motivated by a strong 
sense of situated injustice’, by the sense that they are ‘deprived of a decent future and the feeling they 
had been betrayed by governments’ (Pickard & Bessant 2018a, 100). I argue that more-or-less binary 
concepts of political action, such as the framing of instrumental political goals as distinct compared to 
expressive political goals, are familiar in academic research concerning young people’s politics, but 
may limit researchers’ ability to understand young people’s complex political subjectivities.

This article makes two challenges. First, it challenges binary approaches to young people’s 
political subjectivities, based on an understanding of the young person as a political agent in hybrid, 
shifting and complex ways. Second, that specifically in the field of geography, existing work on 
youth-led climate action establishes the need to challenge ‘top down information flows’ (Tanner 
2010) on climate change and, instead, to explore young people’s imaginations of different worlds, 
different institutions and different ways of doing and thinking. These challenges, it is argued, should 
drive the discipline of geography and subfields including political geographies and participatory 
geographies towards more youth-centred and participatory studies, such as the groundbreaking 
work of Trajber et al. (2019) with young people in Brazil. Climate action is more than protest: it is 
also a world-building project, and creative methodologies can aid researchers and young climate 
activists as we imagine, together, worlds of the future.

Background: reflecting on young people’s ‘Protest for a Future’
Young people do not only bear witness to the world’s crisis. They are agents in constructing the world, 
and global youth-led direct action – as seen on the 15th of March, 2019 – forms a critical part of the 
social construction of the crisis humanity faces. The lion’s share of public discourse about youth-led 
climate action is taken up by adult-centric calls to ‘listen to science’ (Evensen 2019) and for young 
people to engage with political institutions in order to push adult policymakers to listen to science and 
to ‘tell the truth about the facts’ (Boykoff & Yulsman 2013, 363). Listening to scientists and speaking 
truth to power-brokers is part of the fire-fighting portion of climate action, but putting the fire out is 
surely only one part of the task at hand: for young people motivated to protect the foundations of 
human well-being on the planet, climate action is also about rebuilding the world so that the causes 
of the crisis are addressed. Although the ‘Protest for a Future’ project does not explore young people’s 
perspectives on social, cultural and political changes in great detail, the suggestion that structural 
change and system change would be among the desires of young climate activists is written between 
the lines. The authors note that Fridays For Future activists ‘expressed strong identification with both 
instrumental goals’ such as putting pressure on politicians, ‘and expressive goals’, expressing personal 
visions and identities (Wahlström et al. 2019, 14).
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The ‘Protest for a Future’ study was conducted by teams of researchers handing out surveys, and 
carrying out screening interviews, with participants of all ages in Fridays for Future demonstrations 
across 13 European towns and cities, from Truro in Cornwall to Warsaw in Poland. Across the study, 
9,162 surveys were distributed of which 1,925 responses were returned, accompanied in the corpus 
of data by 1,561 short, face-to-face interviews (Wahlström et al. 2019, 7). The project did not survey 
children younger than 14 (other than to record their age) but found 45% of participants across the 
sample were aged between 14 and 19, and that ‘the protests were strongly dominated by women’ 
especially among school students (among whom 66.4% were young women) (ibid., 8). Other topline 
findings of the study include the disproportionately high level of education in the sample, including 
that overall 71.3% of school students surveyed had at least one parent with a university degree (ibid., 
9), the characterization of the protests not only including a ‘high number of first-time demonstrators’ 
but also including demonstrators who had ‘little involvement in conventional politics’ (ibid., 10).

The authors of the Protest for a Future project identify respondents holding ‘a hopeful attitude 
towards the future’ (Wahlström et al. 2019, 4), that at least some respondents are calling for ‘systemic 
change’ (ibid., 49) at least according to the researchers from the section of the report from Belgium, 
and that there were ‘important differences within the movement’ (ibid., 16) which indicates a global 
conversation among young climate activists about the world they wish to see, rather than a single 
vision. These differences are reflected in a wide diversity among the sampled cases, including, for 
instance, ‘significant age variation with an almost exclusive participation of young activists in the 
Netherlands and Poland and a more even distribution of age groups in Belgium’. The ‘Protest for a 
Future’ study tells the story of a heterogeneous movement with some salient characteristics.

Who are the young climate activists in ‘Protest for a Future’?

In ‘Protest for a Future’, the authors profile the participants in the climate strike as – in general terms, 
and notwithstanding variation between each country in the country reports – much younger than a 
typical street demonstration. They report an overall median age of 21 years, and the largest age group 
among the demonstrators being participants aged between 14 and 19, constituting 45% of the total 
group (Wahlström et al. 2019, 8). They draw attention to the gender distribution. In comparative projects 
undertaken in other street demonstrations, researchers found an average result of 47% female 
participants. In the Fridays for Future protests, the ‘Protest for a Future’ team report 66.4% of the 
demonstrators across the sample were women, and that women ‘strongly dominated’ among school 
students (ibid., 8). The researchers point out that ‘street demonstrations in general and climate protests 
in particular tend to be the domain of the well-educated’ and that, for instance, 71.3% of the school 
students in their dataset had at least one parent with a university degree (ibid., 9). The Fridays for Future 
demonstrators were remarkable, in the conclusion of the research team, because so many were taking 
action for the first time. 38.1% of the overall sample were first-timers (ibid., 10). The high number of first-
timers, they conclude, is in part ‘a consequence of the young age of the participating population’.

Another remarkable feature of the Fridays for Future demonstrators, commented upon by the 
‘Protest for a Future’ study, is that ‘the entire framing of this movement is about young people 
demanding that adults take responsibility for safeguarding their future’, and that although adults 
participate, they ‘do so mainly in solidarity with the young’ (Wahlström et al. 2019, 10). The report 
suggests a social network of mobilization arising from homophily (McPherson et al. 2001), beginning 
with ‘young front-runners’ who invite like-minded friends and especially school friends. 32.9% of school 
students indicated to the researchers that they had been personally asked to participate in the 
demonstration, and that of those 70.5% were asked by one or more friends (Wahlström et al. 2019, 11).

Significantly more respondents told the researchers they had recruited friends. 72.4% of school 
students ‘personally asked someone else to join them in demonstrating’. Of those who had asked 
someone else to join them, 67.9% had not personally been asked by someone else (ibid., 11). 
Considering pathways of recruitment, 81.1% of demonstrators who had asked someone else to join 
them had targeted their recruitment attempt at a friend, and 64.9% had tried to recruit a schoolmate 
(the ‘Protest for a Future’ team asked respondents to categorize each invited person to one category 
only, so ‘schoolmates’ and ‘friends’ are mutually exclusive categories for purposes of the study).
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Wahlström and colleagues (2019, 12) conclude that ‘much of the recruiting takes place in the 
context of schools and shared classes… [creating] a structural environment where social pressure is 
successfully employed’ by young people announcing they will demonstrate and inviting friends and 
peers personally to do the same. Personal connections appear vital. Despite climate protests (at least 
in Western Europe) typically being among the type of demonstration where lone protesters are more 
frequent (Wahlström & Wennerhag 2014), most demonstrators in the Fridays for Future case came 
with friends. On average across the study, 87% of school students indicated they demonstrated along 
with one or more friends. Wahlström and colleagues (2019, 13) also note the relative infrequency 
among young protesters of attending with a parent or family member (6.7%), a co-member of an 
organization (6.4%) or a partner (6%).

The ‘Protest for a Future’ study leaves many opportunities open for studying this remarkable group 
of young people. First, and notably, the study focusses on Europe with data generation in the following 
countries (number of individual sites in brackets): UK (2), Sweden (2), Germany (2), Switzerland (2), 
Netherlands (1), Belgium (1), Italy (1), Austria (1) and Poland (1), and the follow-up study, yet to be 
published, included a site in Hungary (Wahlström et al. 2019, 4). Yet, the movement documented is a 
global movement (ibid., 5) and this surely requires comparative work from other places.

Second, although the study measures gender (by male/female) and, in an oblique fashion, class (by 
the gathering of data on parental education, for instance), the study excludes other vital comparative 
factors in the identity and belonging of the young protesters. Not least, the study does not mention 
the ethnic background or racialization of young people in the study. Indeed, at research sites in the 
UK, Belgium and Italy (Wahlström et al. 2019, 32, 41, 112) participants in the climate strike are recorded 
calling for ‘climate justice’, a discursive framing that is historically connected to the relationship 
between race, poverty, and environmental risk (Schlosberg & Collins 2014).

Third, it is understandable that the study measures emotions such as worry, anxiety, ‘despair’ and 
hopelessness among climate protesters (Wahlström et al. 2019, 15) but there is no mention of data 
generation on positive emotions apart from the statement ‘I feel hopeful about policies being able to 
address climate change’ (ibid., 15). This is extremely challenging, given that the study concludes 
participants were ‘more “worried” and “angry” than hopeless’ (ibid., 15). The participants do not come 
across in the report expressing sadness or negative emotions but, on the contrary, are documented 
as very happy. In Vienna, the study records ‘despite the cloudy weather, the general atmosphere was 
very joyful and festival-like’ (ibid., 91); in Amsterdam, ‘the atmosphere was very friendly and cheerful… 
the demonstrators were dancing and enjoying themselves’ (ibid., 54); in Berlin, also ‘cheerful’ (ibid., 
69); in Warsaw, ‘the atmosphere was cheerful’ and the rally eventually ‘transformed into a dance party’ 
(ibid., 81); and in Manchester ‘an excited youthful atmosphere – lots of chanting’ (ibid., 32).

It is important to reflect on the incongruence between the survey, a top-down mode of data 
collection authored by adult researchers, which seems to have imposed negative emotional frames 
on political action that, according to the study, appeared to have been cheerful and positive. It is 
evident in the study that the protests were places of joy, dancing, excitement and positivity. The 
researchers ignore this factor almost entirely, despite a rich existing literature on the role of joy in 
social movements (Jasper 1998; Shepard 2011; Kutz-Flamenbaum 2014; Ramírez Blanco 2018) and 
suchlike contemporary work indicating that ‘play, laughter, and fun are important elements in any 
process of resistance’ (Crossa 2013, 826).

Joy is missing, at least in part, because the study relies on a top-down, adult-led and binary framing 
of the political action of young people. Specifically, the ‘Protest for a Future’ study reproduces an 
either-or framework for young political action that contrasts instrumental goals with self-expression 
(Wahlström et al. 2019, 14). It is not argued to be the case that the researchers witnessed the joy of 
young people at the protests and decided to ignore it in their analysis: rather, the research design and 
underlying methodology were not prepared for the complexity of young people’s politics. For this 
reason, dancing, cheerfulness and ‘youthful atmosphere’, when encountered, were filtered out as 
incongruous with a pre-existing definition of the political.

In the next section, the processes by which traditional methods for analysis exclude young 
people’s concerns, sentiments and agency from the realm of the political are examined. The 
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complexity of young people’s politics challenges studies like ‘Protest for a Future’ to think differently 
about what constitutes the political.

Challenging concepts: the complexity of young people’s politics
Despite the richness of vision among members of the movement, researchers lack data concerning 
the ways young people who are leading on global climate action construct and co-construct future 
worlds. The public imagination of the climate crisis tends to restrict young people to having a voice, as 
opposed to having power; society tends to perceive young people as subjects of political engagement 
more than agents of change.

The profile of young protesters is likely to present a methodological challenge. For instance, a 
group of young people who are mostly joined by personal connections between friends and school-
mates, but not, strictly speaking, according to organizational membership, is a challenge to 
methodological approaches that distinguish between the two – as, indeed, the ‘Protest for a Future’ 
study does by conceptualizing political goals according to a dichotomy of ‘instrumental goals… and 
expressive goals’ (Wahlström et al. 2019, 14). For another example of a major methodological 
challenge, this group of young people are made up, in a significantly large proportion, of women. The 
dominance of women in an activist group must challenge researchers to recognize the gendered 
politics of defining politics: as Briggs (2008) pointed out, the lifestyles and concerns of young women 
in particular can be excluded from the realm of the political by traditional approaches.

Traditional concepts of the political struggle to deal with young people’s politics. In Muthoni 
Mwaura’s (2018, 66) study of young participants in student environmental clubs in Kenya, she argues 
that young people developed a hybrid political identity that ‘straddled two seemingly incongruous 
positions: a commitment to a neoliberal agenda of self-making and a commitment to environmental 
politics’. One participant in the study, a fourth year student named Catherine, claiming to have learned 
new skills through the club, reported:

Through [the club], I have been able to gain more skills on issues beyond tree planting. I have been 
able to do a lot all over the country. It also opens me up to learn many new things and new 
environmental aspects. It’s not just about planting trees, there are policies and regulations for the 
conservation of environment, education, green economy; it’s actually how we govern the 
environment. (Muthoni Mwaura 2018, 68)

Young people, like the activists in Muthoni Mwuara’s work, can be considered ‘political entrepreneurs’ 
who increasingly operate as Do-It-Ourselves or DIO citizens (Pickard 2019, 375). The concept of the 
Do-It-Ourselves citizen has a long history, from the work of Bang (2010) on ‘everyday makers’ to the 
more institutional political framing of young people as ‘engaged sceptics’ or ‘committed sceptics’ 
(Wring et al. 1999; O’Toole et al. 2003; Henn & Foard 2014), to the approach to young people as 
‘networked citizens’ (Loader et al. 2014). In brief, this general approach to young politics theorizes that 
make up one part of young people’s expanded toolbox for political action, which includes everyday 
making (Bang 2010), lifestyle politics, political consumerism, boycotting/buycotting, issue-based 
politics and local and global networking.

Non-institutional participation has not always supplanted institutional participation, of course: for 
instance, in the UK, the influence of young people in electoral politics can be exemplified both by the 
recent reversal of the historic decline in youth electoral turnout (Sloam & Ehsan 2017; Allsop et al. 
2018) and by the remarkable level of influence that young people have had over the Labour Party 
(Pickard 2018; Young 2018). The recent history of UK politics perhaps lends itself to examples writ in 
bold, but the shift of young people’s political activity towards a more issue-oriented, standby citizenship 
will be familiar in the international context. This shift is led by socioeconomic change (Harris 2017) 
that, of course, varies by context but is a generational trend that scholars also address and assess 
globally (Bessant et al. 2017), and in this context they must be considered alongside a decade of anti-
austerity and democratic deficit protests around the world (Della Porta 2015).

Returning to the young protesters in ‘Protest for a Future’, there is an echo of Muthoni Mwuara’s 
(2018) ‘jarring incongruity’ in the ‘instrumental goals… and expressive goals’ (Wahlström et al. 2019, 14) 
of the Fridays for Future protesters. This is not a criticism of the project – which is a vital and important 
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piece of work – but a reflection on a methodological framing concerning young people’s politics in 
which the two are rendered separately, as they are in protest participation studies more generally 
(Klandermans 2007). This binary definition of young politics is durable despite the ways young people 
‘take up more individualized and everyday practices in efforts to shape society’ (Harris et al. 2010, 28). 
These bridge the public and private, and the institutional political and the everyday political.

The jarring nature of the incongruity between ‘instrumental goals… and expressive goals’ arises 
from the struggle of traditional, binary definitions of politics to conceptualize the young person as a 
political agent in hybrid, shifting and complex ways. Despite the complexity of young people’s political 
subjectivities, a dis/engagement binary dominates our imaginary of young people’s politics. In 
particular, great attention is paid to the question of generational or cohort effects leading young 
people to ‘disengage’ from formal politics: asking why young people are disengaged from formal 
politics is so ubiquitous in the literature that it has been described as a ‘mantra’ (Banaji 2008). When 
one divides instrumental goals from expressive ones, for instance, one is led by the question of 
political engagement versus political disengagement, and, accordingly, by epistemologies grounded 
in binary definitions. This action over here is political, and this is not; this young person is engaging, 
and this one is disengaged; this action is instrumental because it is aimed at policymakers, and this 
one is about expressing one’s identity.

Challenging methods: stepping beyond the binary
Methodological tools for studying politics in young people’s lives also tend to follow dichotomies: 
dividing the political from the not political, the formal from the informal, and participation in adult-
centric institutions from non-participation in the same. Other methods are possible, such as youth-
led surveys (Fine & Torre 2019), youth participatory action research (Anderson 2017; Trajber et al. 
2019), participatory focus groups (Bagnoli & Clark 2010) and place-based creative methods (Wood 
2012), as well as youth-centred framings that place young people’s political action into a dedicated 
youth context (Holmberg & Alvinius 2019).

Binary concepts of the political and the not political, the engaged and the disengaged, struggle 
when researchers encounter the diaphanous political consciousness of young people and ‘young 
people’s own uncertainty and ambiguity in describing what “counts” as political action beyond the 
formal and adult-centric definitions which they are likely to have been exposed to in their life course’ 
(Wood 2012, 214). That ambiguity leads, in a general sense, to a well-established literature that 
attempts to bridge the gap. As Skelton (2010) writes, researching young people’s politics is both about 
identifying more formal, public political activity in alignment with adult institutions and practices on 
the one hand, and less formal, more private, and more everyday young politics on the other. There are 
big-P, more institutional, formalized politics and there are little-P, more everyday, less formalized 
politics. In this body of work it is, broadly speaking, considered that formal and institutional political 
action and more everyday political practices are not separate but are rather like two sides of the same 
coin (e.g. Skelton & Valentine 1997; O’Toole et al. 2003; Philo & Smith 2003; Bang 2010; Wood 2012; 
Kallio & Häkli 2013; Ekström 2016; Percy-Smith 2016).

It is also considered that young people ‘play active roles in both public large-scale events as well as 
more private small-scale matters’ and that ‘[more formal, institutional] “Politics” and [less formal, 
more everyday] “politics” do not exist apart from each other but are co-constituted in the socio-spatial 
practices of everyday life and policy-making’ (Kallio & Häkli 2011a, 64). As a body of work, in 
epistemological terms, the big-P/little-P approach tends to take ‘young people’s own uncertainty and 
ambiguity’ (Wood 2012, 214) as an invitation to seek a different sense of the political than, say, 
literature on electoral engagement (Bhatti et al. 2012; Phelps 2012) or typological approaches that 
attempt to distinguish the political from the not political (van Deth 2014). Taxonomizing young people’s 
activities into typologies of the political (as in Hooghe et al. 2014; van Deth 2014; Rainsford 2017) 
remains is a vital and important empirical task in its own way, but one which subjects young people 
– in their ‘uncertainty and ambiguity’ (Wood 2012, 214) – to the interpretative lens of the political 
scientist. It is not necessary to distinguish between the political and the not-political, nor is it necessary 
to distinguish between instrumental motivations and expressive ones.



301Benjamin BowmanFENNIA 197(2) (2019)

World-imagining exercises in uncertain times

Young people live, as Pickard and Bessant (2018b) put it, in time of crises. Among these crises, the 
climate crisis stands out for the dominance of the idea that young people must push adult policymakers 
to ‘listen to science’ (Evensen 2019) and ‘tell the truth about the facts’ (Boykoff & Yulsman 2013, 363). 
This must surely impede our ability, as researchers, to work with young people, encountered in states 
of ‘uncertainty and ambiguity’ as to what counts as within the political realm (Wood 2012, 214). It is 
noteworthy that the ‘Protest for a Future’ project found the ‘majority of respondents’ in every country 
‘stated they were “quite” or “very” interested in politics’ (Wahlström et al. 2019, 16), a finding that in 
itself is worthy of deeper investigation.

This framing of the climate crisis places it in a public arena ‘where common issues are deliberated 
by [adult] representatives and politicians’ (Kallio & Häkli 2011b, 4). The relatively young age of the 
protesters in Fridays for Future demonstrations is likely to be relevant, especially in the case of 
protesters who are too young to vote in the places where they live (Wahlström et al. 2019, 8). The 
relative dominance of young women in the demonstrations is also likely to influence protesters in 
terms of their relationship to the public arena, according to the gendered nature of political institutions 
and processes and their particular effect on young women (Briggs 2008, 2016). These factors 
contribute to ‘the continued dominance of top-down information flows’ in climate change narratives 
(Tanner 2010). Yet, I contend the task of researchers who stand in support of young people as leaders 
on climate action (Hagedorn et al. 2019, 364) as well as those researchers who hold a more detached 
scientific interest in young climate activists and their work, is to work beyond that framing.

To explore the sorts of worlds young activists wish to see, it is of critical importance that researchers 
do not divide instrumental goals from expressive goals, institutional participation from everyday 
politics, and so on. Responding to the ‘Protest for a Future’ project, which identified the salience of 
friendship networks and social pressure in schools, the data simply contraindicate such divisions as 
they unnecessarily divide practices like expressing yourself from recruiting fellow activists. Such divisions 
militate against exploring the political action of many within the age group identified by ‘Protest for a 
Future’ as most important because, in most of Europe, under-18s are barred by law and/or hindered 
by hurdles like linguistic norms from many means of instrumental political activity, especially the vote.

Meanwhile, young people are often understood ‘to be special kinds of human’, at once bridging the 
gap between the present and future, and also being ‘the material from which the future will be made’ 
(Lee 2013, 1). They ‘are being positioned as future leaders whom the public expects to overcome the 
legacies of environmental inaction… [but] currently have limited opportunities to cultivate, voice and 
express their understandings, concerns and imaginings about climate change within their local 
environments and communities’ (Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles 2019, 2). ‘Top-down information 
flows’ about climate change (Tanner 2010) prefigure the young person as something of a societal 
investment in a commodity future, as they are the raw material from which society will reproduce 
itself and also the bearers of that society.

For young people who wish to see a different society, who do not wish to bear the current one, or 
who simply are not sure what to think, the conceptual burden of what is termed political engagement 
is problematic. If young people are the material from which future institutions will be made, and if 
young people will be the leaders of those institutions, what about young activists who neither want to 
remake nor lead those institutions, but imagine different worlds, different institutions and different 
ways of doing and thinking? A dichotomous framework of engagement versus disengagement pushes 
young people who refuse the burden of reconstituting current political institutions (or who are in 
states of uncertainty and ambiguity, to paraphrase Wood (2012, 214)) into conceptual boxes marked 
‘expressive’, ‘apolitical’, ‘antipolitical’, ‘disengaged’. The ‘Protest for a Future’ report (Wahlström et al. 
2019) identifies young activists standing with one foot in the public arena and one in the private. They 
demonstrate as a way to take instrumental political action to influence decision-makers and also to 
express themselves. They build organizing networks of issue-oriented social control and also attend 
the march with friends. This complexity and in-between-ness is familiar in young people’s politics 
generally, and in young protest politics specifically.
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Conclusion: what current and future worlds do young activists bear?
Writing in part on climate change, Levitas (2013, xi) claims ‘the reconstitution of society in imagination 
and in reality is a pressing need’. At least in popular fiction, ‘overwhelmingly, climate change 
appears… as part of a futuristic dystopian and/or apocalyptic setting’ (Johns-Putra 2016, 269). For 
instance, in the sci-fi space exploration game Stellaris, one fictional planet available for discover by 
the player comes with the message:

… Some of the more radical elements within the scientific community suggest that the dramatic 
climate shift may have been brought on by the unchecked emission of gaseous industrial by-
product into the atmosphere.

This view is confined to the scientific fringe, as it is unlikely that any race intelligent enough to 
achieve full industrialization would be stupid enough to accidentally wipe themselves out. (Stellaris 
2016)

The dystopian imaginary, regarding climate change, can be argued to play a deciding role in the 
methodology behind the ‘Protest for a Future’ study (Wahlström et al. 2019) in the survey approach to 
examining anxiety, fear and hopelessness; but also in the way the survey moves cheerfulness, joy and 
‘youthful’-ness in the protest site to the margins of the study. To do so, as this article contends, is part 
of a general approach to young people’s politics that constrains young agency to dichotomies of 
political instrumentality versus self-expression. The dystopian and future-oriented vision of the ‘Protest 
for a Future’ study, which is evident in its emphasis on affects like anxiety and agency as a process of 
demanding political elites take a different course, leaves little room for the research to explore young 
people’s imaginaries concerning the world they live in, nor the future worlds they perceive.

Exploring young people’s climate action requires a more open, more participatory approach to 
research. It requires researchers to challenge ‘top-down information flows’ (Tanner 2010) concerning 
climate change. Daniels (2011, 182) writes that imagination is somewhere between the realms of fact 
and fiction, the subjective and objective, the real and representational; and that, in geography, 
imagination ‘is a way of encompassing the condition of both the known world and the horizons of 
possible worlds’ (ibid., 183). Geographers must encounter young activists somewhere between the 
realms of the big-P and the little-P of politics in order to understand their imagination of the known 
world and worlds to come.

The ‘Protest for a Future’ study (Wahlström et al. 2019) raises so many questions about the current 
‘massive youth mobilization’ and its ‘peculiar characteristics’ (ibid., 17). I identify a lack of knowledge in 
academic literature and in public discourse concerning one prominent question in particular. In what 
ways do young activists imagine the world today, and in what ways do they imagine worlds to come, 
both those they wish to bear and worlds they think should not be borne? As well as calling powerful 
adults to ‘listen to the science’ (Evensen 2019), where are the remarkable young activists of the Fridays 
for Future movement headed? There is much work to be done for scientists who wish to listen.
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