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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we offer a childist reading of school strikes for climate in
an overheated world. We argue that school strikes can be understood
as offering a dynamic counterweight to formal education, by providing
opportunities for children to self-educate, and for others, especially
adults, to learn from them. We suggest that taking school strikes ser-
iously as sites of political appearance—which highlight interdependen-
cies and vulnerabilities in the face of crises in Anthropocene
neoliberalism requires rethinking the boundaries of democratic partici-
pation and education. In particular, we highlight that school strikes for
climate serve as an invitation for adults to let children contribute to
their own ongoing formation. A childist philosophical attitude that
emphasises mutual teaching—i.e. the adult capacity to see and hear
what children show and say—can expand through an engagement
with, rather than against school strikes. Children’s political appearance
on streets to influence political priorities from an intergenerational glo-
bal justice point of view is a gift for adults and adultist structures. It is a
passage to grasp deep interdependence and to assume appropriate
responsibility. If ‘education’ is a beacon of hope in times of overheated
despair, then the hope is in educational philosophies that have room
for mutual teaching. The philosophical assumption that it is adults who
must always, and necessarily, teach children to prepare them for a bet-
ter future would have to be discarded.
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Introduction

Wake up all the teachers time to teach a new way
Maybe then they’ll listen to watcha have to say
‘Cause they’re the ones who’s coming up and the world is in their hands
When you teach the children teach em the very best you can

These lyrics from ‘Wake up Everybody’, recorded by Harold Melvin & the Blue Notes in 1975,
reflect the tendency to assume that adults must teach children.1 As a corollary, children must lis-
ten to and learn from adults. However, in view of the ongoing school strikes for climate
(#FridaysForFuture) and the steadily increasing political presence of children in the public sphere,
we recommend more pedagogical reflexivity in education whereby adults, too, must listen to
and learn from children. Our recommendation is a consequence of our childist standpoint i.e. a
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critical lens akin to feminism that emerges from the childhood studies tradition (e.g. Josefsson &
Wall, 2020; Sundhall, 2017; Wall, 2019).

Many adults professing to be concerned about the educational well-being of children view
the recent school strikes for climate with disdain. Children have been accused of being ‘truants’
(e.g. by the British government; see Steafel et al., 2019) and have been told that ‘we want more
learning, and less activism at school’ (e.g. by the Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison;
Australian Associated Press, 2018). Similarly, in Germany, the future-oriented political protests of
children have been labelled as ‘Schule schw€anzen’ (playing truant). And while the school strikes
have been defended—e.g. as imperative in view of science (Hagedorn et. al., 2019) or as demo-
cratically valuable (Mattheis, 2020)—the notion that school strikes are to be defended despite
but not on educational grounds persists. Nonetheless, here we side with the view that striking
can provide the ‘biggest lesson of all’ (Thunberg & Taylor 2019) and we propose that adults can
learn from the socio-political engagement of young protestors too.

While not arguing against formal schooling, we do contest the dichotomy between education
and political activism which is implicit in responses to children’s civil disobedience, particularly
school strikes for climate. We argue that such strikes present important opportunities for rethink-
ing education and democratic participation in an ‘overheated’ world, i.e. one of accelerated cli-
mate change and neoliberal economic activity (Eriksen, 2016).2 We contend that school strikes
constitute a fruitful means of envisioning and achieving new forms of education. They provide
children and adults with an effective tool for challenging adultist educational and political sys-
tems. Indeed, we intend to demonstrate that school strikes can in fact be valuable from an edu-
cational perspective not only for children, but adults as well. That supplements the value school
strikes offer from the perspective of democratic participation or political mobilisation for deeply
necessary climate action, say (Biswas, 2019; Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020; Mattheis, 2020).

Thereby, we are not advocating that a superior model of education would be one in which
children completely eschew the formal education they are being offered or obliged to take.3

What we do is reject some of the condemnations of school strikes—particularly those based on
worries about ‘wasted’ educational opportunities and interpretation of children’s civil disobedi-
ence as ‘truancy’. We will particularly engage with the adultist dimensions of responses to school
strikes for climate in Germany (Meade, 2020)4 as an opportunity for childist thinking.

Our reflections on children’s appearance in public spaces through school strikes contribute to
the intersections of philosophy of education and political philosophy via three dimensions.
Firstly, by striking school, children take ownership of formal education and challenge current
frameworks and curricula. In privileged countries, where children have a relatively secure right to
schooling, we find that the use of their privileged positions to challenge intergenerational injust-
ice is particularly noteworthy because unlike many children in low Human Development Index
countries, their right and obligation to go to school to prepare them for future employment is
widely guaranteed by their respective states. By going on strike, protestors actively choose not
to use their right to schooling, thereby challenging the profit-oriented priorities of their govern-
ments. Secondly, and this is our main claim, school strikes are educative in themselves because
they serve as an important counterweight to formal education. Strikers can learn contents from
others (e.g. about climate and biodiversity), teach others (e.g. the general public), and gain
hands-on knowledge about (democratic) organization and (political, regenerative) action. Finally,
school strikes prompt questions as to how the authorities of formal education should respond to
these challenging counterweights.

Section 1 lays out our understanding of school strikes as civil disobedience. We define school
strikes as acts of politically-motivated defiance of mandatory school attendance, thus distinguish-
ing them from truancy. Section 2 addresses objections to school strikes in the German context in
order to illustrate adultist argumentative templates (Meade, 2020). We present our reading of
Philip Meade’s analysis as a passage to a childist understanding of education. Section 3 high-
lights how school strikes provide alternatives to these notions, describing school strikes as
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seizing the ownership of education and explaining their educational value. We further explore
how school strikes could be engaged with by educational institutions from a childist standpoint
(continuing a line of research by Biswas, 2020; Josefsson & Wall, 2020; Wall, 2019; Sundhall,
2017). We conclude by emphasising the philosophical value of school strikes for climate for
adults at the intersection of philosophy, pedagogy and political theory, as contextualised in an
overheated era (Eriksen, 2016).

What are school strikes?

In this section, we address school strikes as the politically motivated defiance of school attendance.
School strikes by pupils have a long and diverse history. For example, the politically motivated
defiance of school attendance has been an important part of the Hong Kong democracy move-
ment, where protestors not only boycott educational institutions, but aim to ‘paralyse’ them
(Kuo, 2019). In the USA, pupils used ‘school walkouts’ to protest gun laws after a mass school
shooting in 2018 (ABC News, 2018). School strikes against restrictions on civil liberties and neo-
liberal reductions of social welfare in Chile have been met with harsh penalties (Cuffe, 2019).
They continue a tradition of effective organising for educational and social reform through
school strikes spanning across Latin America, comprising e.g. the Chilenean Penguin
Revolution—which mobilised 800,000 pupils at its peak in 2006—or Brazilian school strikes in
2015 (Cozzareli, 2015). School strikes have constituted anti-colonial resistance, e.g. during the
South African Soweto uprising of 1976 (South African History Online, 2013) and have targeted
corporal punishment in Germany in 1918 (Weipert, 2015). Despite this history, school strikes
remain systematically understudied with sparse exceptions (e.g. Liebel 2007; Marson, 1973).

School strikes for climate, popularised under the hashtag #FridaysForFuture, started as an indi-
vidual act. In August 2018, a fifteen-year-old girl kickstarted a global youth movement for climate
justice in Sweden. While the world was continuing to overheat and adults’ protests and politics
continued to fail for 30 years to address imminent ecological crises, Greta Thunberg decided to
strike. Instead of going to school on Fridays, Thunberg sat in front of the Swedish Parliament.
Her protests soon received international media coverage and encouraged students around the
globe to strike school to demand action in face of the climate crisis. Around the globe, pupils
began pressuring politicians to respect climate agreements and to ‘unite behind the science’.
The criticism targets the generation of powerholders who will not experience the (full) conse-
quences of the climate crisis themselves. The movement has continued to mobilise people digit-
ally for climate justice and advocated for environmental safeguards on bailouts during the
COVID19 crisis. Moreover, it was initiated by privileged children, who—while clearly concerned
about their own future—levelled their privileges of formal schooling for others who are already
hit harder (see Section 3.1). It now involves children in the Global South and North fighting
together. They have also networked with activists of other age-groups (e.g. Parents for Future).

The central act of disobedience involved in these protests has been absence from schools. Of
course, school attendance is regulated differently from country to country (some permit home
schooling, others prohibit it). And importantly, even in countries with mandatory schooling such
as Germany, recent legal opinions (Hagedorn et al., 2019; Eichholz, 2019, in Meade, 2020, p. 96)
suggest that school strikes for climate should not be viewed as illegal. Nevertheless, across the
globe, some form of school attendance is socially and/or legally mandatory and absence is
defacto punishable or in some cases even criminalised. The deliberate rule breaches of the strik-
ers, deemed to be truancy, could better be understood as civil disobedience (Mattheis, 2020). Far
from what is commonly understood as truancy—habitual absence from school that is unexcused
and duty-shirking—protestors have clear political motivations for their protests. Many defy their
privilege of formal education—well aware that absence not only puts them at disciplinary risks
but might also impact their school performance—in order to make an ‘appearance’ in the public
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space to act on their sense of responsibility (Kring, 2020). The belief that current (adult-made)
policies are inadequate to thwart the climate crisis encourages pupils to communicate their dis-
sent through a form of protest where other forms would remain unheard (conf. Brownlee, 2004).
In fact, these acts of norm defiance fit many of the characteristics of narrow understandings of
civil disobedience, conventionally conceptualised as non-violent appeals to the majority (conf.
Rawls, 1971). More importantly, however, they also fit more progressive notions that have
emerged recently, which view civil disobedience as comprising a broad range of contestatory
practices (e.g. Aitchison, 2018; Celikates, 2016). According to these views, acts of civil disobedi-
ence comprise democratically important counterweights to rigid formal processes. Crucially, civil
disobedience prompts renegotiations of political boundaries and belonging—a facet very rele-
vant to children’s political activism. And importantly, the label of civil disobedience is also what
strikers themselves refer to, when arguing that ‘civil disobedience is effective’: ‘Collective action
helps us cope with climate anxiety and worry. Striking together brings us hope, and it really
does lead to direct change—we learned this much in the history classes you say we should be
in.’ (Fridays for Future, 2020). Thus, calling protestors truants ignores that

‘[y]oung people calling for global action on climate change are not simply asserting their voices. They are,
at the very same time, articulating their dependency on active responses from the powerful in the global
community. It is precisely adults’ failures to recognise their own and others’ global vulnerabilities to one
another that stands in the way of real climate change justice’ (Josefsson & Wall, 2020, p. 8).

Thus, children’s school strikes for climate should be acknowledged as civil disobedience aimed
at socio-politico-economic transformations. Unlike what is commonly understood as truancy
habitual absence from school that is unexcused and duty-shirking—protestors have clear political
motivations for their protests. Many defy their privilege of formal education—well aware that
absence not only puts them at disciplinary risks but might also impact their school perform-
ance—in order to make an ‘appearance’.

The term ‘strike’, furthermore, evokes an association between the educational sector and the
economic sector. In the latter, employees collectively abstain from work temporarily to protest
and resist conditions, most commonly to demand for better labour conditions5. However,
whereas the salary losses of striking labourers are ideally compensated for by unions, students
themselves bear the costs of their absence from school—they are the ones who miss out on
information and preparation for exams. Arguably, the strikers’ unifying goal is not even to com-
pletely overthrow distributions of political agency and responsibilities; but primarily that the sys-
tem crisis be addressed (Conf. Kring, 2020: 144–145). And while curriculum change is an adjacent
component of the school strikes, strikers’ foremost goal here is not to demand educational
change but climate policy change (Thunberg, 2019; de Wever & Gantois, 2019; see section 3).6

Furthermore, unlike workers across especially the Global North, pupils are not widely afforded a
legal right to strike.7 This, after all, is part of what makes school strikes a form of civil disobedi-
ence. Still, what connects labour and school strikes is that they are both tools that create disrup-
tion through absence from ‘work’ spaces i.e. through temporary eschewal of one’s day-to-day
tasks. The absence from ‘work’ space is complemented by appearing elsewhere, instead e.g. on
the streets. Accordingly, we describe school strikes as politically motivated defiance of school
attendance—uniting elements of civil disobedience and labour strikes. Predictably, alongside con-
siderable positive reception, these bold political acts have not remained uncontested in popular
discourse. So, we unearth the adultist backlash that they have met as a steppingstone to arrive
at a childist perspective.

Passage for childist thinking

On the one hand, school strikes have received praise from across mainstream parties and sup-
port from adults through sister movements like Teachers For Future, Parents For Future or
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Scientists For Future. On the other hand, school strikes have also been vehemently criticised
regarding the content of the protests and the act of striking itself. Even if some of the objec-
tions, worries, and allegations against Thunberg and fellow protestors have been persuasively
rejected, many of the assumptions underlying these popular judgements about children’s activ-
ism still linger in the popular debate (Meade, 2020, 90–107). Our discussion in this section par-
ticularly draws upon adultist tendencies in German reporting and political reactions to
Thunberg’s activism.8

Adultism was introduced in the United States of America as a psychological concept by
Flascher (1978). In Germany, Liebel (2020) offered an examination of overt and covert, individual
and structural symptoms of adultist discrimination. The need to differentiate the ‘adult-self’ from
the ‘child-other’ is so pronounced that children are often perceived as a separate species which
enables adults to gain power over them and perpetuate injustice. In France, Bonnardel (2015)
calls for broadening emancipatory horizons by denouncing infantilisation of children in family
and educational institutions due to their socio-political status as ‘minors’. All three scholars
understand adultism as underlying processes of social discrimination, power, and domination
relations between ‘beings’ (adults) and ‘becomings’ (children). Meade (2020) outlines a tendency
in German reporting and political reception of the school strikes for climate as reflecting a social
paradigm of adultist perception, representation, and treatment of the protesters. Meade’s ana-
lysis provides valuable insights into the broader tendency of adultism which has surfaced in reac-
tions to school strikes across the globe.

Based on a discourse analysis surveying German media outlet, Meade lays out a ten-point
analytical categorisation which conceptually identifies adultist tendencies in the reactions to the
school strikes. These encompass the issues of infantilisation and role reversal as well as the sub-
ject of exercising power instead of exemplifying powerlessness and subordination. Inevitably
intertwined are the dynamics of manipulation and justification, the question of competence,
good advice and paternalism as well as paternalistic child protection, defamation and malice,
generational conflict and generational justice, intersectionality and other axes of discrimination
praise, appropriation and relativisation.

The analytical categorisation also shows how activist Thunberg’s example challenges adultist
norms. The infantilisation that Thunberg managed to challenge is related to the claim that ideas
for political action can only come from adults. She reversed roles by exposing the insincerity of
adult affirmations and explanations of climate change, for example when she stated, “You’re not
mature enough to phrase it [i.e. the climate crisis] that way. You even leave this burden to us
children” (Thunberg, 2019, p. 15; bracket insertion by authors). The German Chancellor Angela
Merkel even admitted that the movement had compelled the government to adopt a more
decisive approach (Merkel, 2019, in Meade, 2020, p. 108). Nonetheless, substantive refusals to
respond to children’s actual concerns—e.g. by not phasing-out coal only by 2038—can be
understood as rooted in adultist irresponsibility.

More directly relevant to our present argument, a range of adult strategies to silence the
insurgence by objecting on grounds of ‘education’ and ‘schooling’ are observed by Meade (2020,
p. 95). For a while, politicians successfully derailed the discourse from the actual core topic of cli-
mate justice by focusing on compulsory education. Violent reactions to the breaches of compul-
sory schooling were attributed to the fact that the pupils deliberately leave the protective,
‘learning space’ intended for them. Hardliners, like North Rhine-Westphalia’s Education Minister
Yvonne Gebauer, described the school strikes for climate as “fundamentally inadmissible” and
urged school administrators to take action (dpa/World, 2019, in Meade, 2020, p. 95). North
Rhine-Westphalia’s Minister President Armin Laschet thought it would be “more credible if the
pupils were to gather together after school” (Ullrich, 2019, in Meade, p. 95). Such responses do
not sufficiently take the political motivations and interests of protestors into account (as analysed
in section 1). Further, they testify an ignorance of essential legal and socio-political interests of
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protesters. Strikers’ appropriate response is to ask, ‘Why should we study so we can do great
things later, when the time for greatness, for action, is now?’ (Fridays for Future, 2020).

Other adultist responses recommended harsh punishments e.g. detention hours by claiming
that it would help pupils reflect on their motivations, and/or it as a way of ‘taking protesters ser-
iously’. Such responses demote the strike to an educational mission of personal development,
instead of encouraging pupils in their concrete climate policy concerns. The pupils are thereby
rejected back into the ‘learning space’ allocated to them. The German proverb ‘Ratschl€age sind
auch Schl€age’ (advice are also beatings) illustrates this tendency reflected in opinion pieces in
leading newspapers that advised protestors to learn from their elders (e.g. P€otter, 2019, in
Meade, 2020, p. 98). The adultist wind that blows through both the straw man attacks as well as
paternalistic advising is that only adulthood (equated with experience) can understand the com-
plexity of the world. Well-meaning adultism also emerges through what Liebel (2013, p. 73, in
Meade, 2020, p. 99) has termed the ‘K€aseglocke Paradigma’ (Cheese-bell paradigm). With this
metaphor, Liebel refers to a protectionist strain of adultism. In extreme forms, this tendency
keeps children away from sources of perceived dangers and harmful influences. At the same
time, it also bars children’s participation in risk identification and assessment to avoid the need
to discuss what could be dangerous, and how best to deal with hazards. As Thunberg’s civil dis-
obedience and advocacy turned her into a media icon, extreme protectionist reactions (Deutsch,
2019, in Meade, p. 100) also criticised her public status as ‘child abuse’. The problem was further
blamed onto adult allies incapable of setting boundaries. Adults in Thunberg’s environment
were further blamed for using Thunberg’s fear and panic caused by her ‘illness’ to further their
own political agenda.

Meade (2020, p. 106) proposes that the hard adultist opposition on the one hand and the
unstoppable momentum of the school strikes for climate on the other, reveal that the fight for
intergenerational justice challenges older generations at unprecedented scales. While the strug-
gle is based on unequal premises, Thunberg and fellow protesters defend themselves and do
not resign themselves to the given adultist hierarchy. Meade adds further intersectional axes of
analysis in addition to Thunberg’s age. Her nationality, gender and Asperger’s diagnosis added
to discriminatory prejudices that she broke out of. On a more general note, protesters do not
represent a homogenous group in either Europe or internationally. For example, most partici-
pants in the massive global protest on 15 March, 2019 came from privileged educated classes
with at least one parent with an academic degree (Wahlstr€om et al., 2019). The movement is
now global. Although young voices from the Global South have addressed climate justice before,
Thunberg’s speech/acts seem to have had a stronger impact. Thunberg however shows aware-
ness of global asymmetry from her privileged position for e.g. when she stated, “Because how can
we ask countries like India or Nigeria to take care of the climate crisis when we, who already
have everything, don’t care for it for a second …” (TedxStockholm 2019, in Meade, 2020,
p. 106).

The vehement adultist reactions, that Thunberg and fellow protestors successfully confront,
demonstrate that children’s civil disobedience is a way in which children can create their own
political spaces and influence what counts as politically important. According to our reading of
Meade’s analysis of adultism in German reporting and political reactions to school strikes for cli-
mate, we appraise school strikes for climate as a passage for childist thinking. While we agree
with Wall (2019) and Sundhall (2017) that childism can be a way to overcome the dominance of
adultist norms, we think it is important to recognise that school strikes for climate directly inform
the evolution of childism itself. Thunberg and fellow protesters turn the discourse around by
refusing to be addressed in a subordinate position. If childism means addressing children’s expe-
riences by deconstructing and transforming structures for all humans (Sundhall, 2017; Wall,
2019), then we as adults must simultaneously allow ourselves to be critically addressed by chil-
dren. Thus, it is not ‘childism’ itself that offers tools for deconstructing the naturalisation of adult-
hood, rather examples such as children’s proactive political participation through civil
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disobedience that enable adult theorists to further evolve tools for deconstruction and recon-
struction of adultist norms in the overlapping realms of political theory and philosophy
of education.

School strikes as creating new imaginations

The foregoing discussion shows that education is not isolated from pressing political issues.
School strikes relate to educational in-/exclusion and, more generally, to norms structuring our
educational systems situated within larger democratic configurations. We think that the large-
scale emergence of global school strikes opens the intellectual space to reflect upon a plethora
of profound interrelated issues in the philosophy of education and political theory. In this sec-
tion, we will address three non-exhaustive, relevant aspects that connect school strikes and new
imaginations of education.

Owning education

The first aspect is that, in striking school, children take ownership of the privilege of formal edu-
cation. School strikers in high Human Development Index contexts like Sweden or Germany are
acknowledging the positionality of their privilege. As Elisabeth Kring (2020, p. 141) describes
drawing on Hannah Arendt, children create strikes as a ‘space of appearance’ i.e. “an intersub-
jective space that opens up when people appear to each other through speech and action, and
by doing so people reveal who, and not just what, they are”. In transcending the confinement to
the school, children intervene in and own up to privileges they enjoy in specific spatio-temporal
configurations. Particularly, protesters use the space of appearance to draw attention to the
responsibility of safeguarding the more fundamental space of appearance which is threatened,
i.e. planet earth.

The common assumption is that receiving schooling can be one of the foremost privileges of
childhood (in the North). This privilege appears clearly in contrast to some (groups of) children
both in the past and other places (e.g. through conditions of poverty or sexist school laws).
Now, of course being legally required to attend school is not viewed as desirable by all children.
Especially, if pedagogy is approached as ‘filling up empty students’ it can massively contribute to
(adultist) oppression (Freire 1970). But regardless of whether they generally enjoy schooling or
not, school strikers critically engage with the privilege of formal education in terms of socio-eco-
nomic standing. Protesters seem to realise that if they if they do not intervene with dismal polit-
ics, then children in other places and/or at other times will be moved even further from these
opportunities. It is then crucial that school strikers in high Human Development Index contexts
perform a temporary and deliberate self-exclusion from schooling with the long-term aim of
more global and democratic inclusion by levelling their relative privilege—and thereby reconfig-
ure the boundaries of spaces of appearance and participation.

Strikingly educational

The second connection between school strikes and education is that the strikes themselves have
educational dimensions. Indeed, the central agenda of the school strikes for climate is not a criti-
cism of current curricula and democratic forms, which fail to address topics of concern to strikers
adequately. However, strikers nurture their own philosophical capacities to question critically as
a result of striking; a capacity that remains undernourished within the walls of
schooled education.

Radical democracy theorists view civil disobedience as an important ‘counterweight to rigidi-
fying tendencies of state institutions’ (Celikates, 2016, p. 988). Analogously, school strikes can
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also be viewed as a counterweight to formal education. Where they are restricted in doing so
elsewhere, strikes offer a possibility for children to experience political agency, solidarity, and the
empowerment of taking community action. As part of movements, children are able to imagine
new futures and ‘prefigure’ alternative social realities—‘learning outcomes’ only possible outside
of formal education. Furthermore, school strikes involve learning from other participants. Finally,
protesters can be viewed as educators of those not involved. For instance, the school strikes for
climate have facilitated a society-wide discourse about climate change. Child protesters prove to
be innovative regarding political mobilization, exploring techniques which adult activists can
learn from innovative school strikers.

Apart from specific learnings that the wider (adult) public can draw from school strikes (pro-
vided that there is a willingness to let oneself be taught), school strikes also serve as a more gen-
eral educational intervention. School strikes for climate centrally target adults’ respons-ability by
assuming political responsibility themselves. Children appear in public because they have ‘no
choice’ but to strike to draw adults’ attention to a responsibility that they have been grossly
neglecting (Thunberg & Taylor, 2019; de Wever & Gantois, 2019). But through this intervention,
protesters not only point out adults’ irresponsible failures. The public contestation also gives
adults a chance to cultivate their ability to respond, i.e. their respons-ability. In a sense, this is a
gift offered to adults.

Letting teach: Childist responses to school strikes

The third aspect in which school strikes and education are relevantly connected then is the ques-
tion of how educational institutions like schools should address informal ways of democratic par-
ticipation. The preceding two sub-sections have shown that school strikes—even when they do
not confront schools directly—challenge the (imagined) primate of schools in providing educa-
tion. They challenge the notion that it is established institutions which decide who receives edu-
cation as well as the belief that most learning takes place within these restricted spaces. Not
least, they challenge what constitutes ‘appropriate’ democratic participation for ‘minors’. A lot
can thus go wrong in responding to school strikes, especially if adultist patterns are simply
imposed (see Section 2). As counterweights to formal and adult-shaped educational institutions,
however, school strikes can also be starting points for the childist reorganisation of education.
We concur with Straume (2020), who has argued that educational responsibility in a contempor-
ary context implies showing pupils that they themselves can become responsible and politically
active. Educators could highlight the historical importance of law-breaking activism in securing
some of the rights that many adults cherish today. And they could be candid about current pos-
sibilities for informal democratic participation by children and their (legal) consequences, rather
than addressing these topics polemically9.

Beyond forms of activism, formal institutions can engage with movements of school strikes by
nurturing their educational value. The first thing is to ‘stop-and-think’ (Kring, 2020, p 147–150)—
taking up the invitation by protesters to address an emergency rather than simply playing along
a status quo. The topics addressed by school strikes for climate e.g. adultism of societies, climate
developments, global inequality and war, should be heard in schools. Rather than calling for the
integration of a further subject to already overloaded curricula in neoliberalised schools, a radical
re-evaluation of material taught and a pragmatic focus on pressing social topics across disci-
plines are required. Adult allies, such as teachers, have joined strikers in calling out the irrespon-
sible inadequacy of current curricula (Watts, 2019).

Childist responses to school strikes, however, also have implications for teacher education.
They reveal that children do not necessarily need an adult to ‘show or tell’ them how to become
politically responsible. Rather, they can inspire adults to become politically responsible too.
Education as an intergenerational relationship includes reflexivity in teaching, not only ‘more
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learning’ for pupils (Hoveid & Hoveid, 2019). Letting teach, in other words, is best understood as
an integral aspect of reflexivity in educational practise of adults vis-�a-vis children. It is an invita-
tion for adults to make room for children to contribute to their (adults’) own ongoing formation,
for e.g. by broadening their capacities to see and hear what children show and say. When pro-
testors practise courage to listen to their own political reason and deliberately disappear from
their designated social space (school), to appear elsewhere (streets), they teach courage. The
adult counterparts, not restricted to formally appointed teachers, have the possibility to use their
own agency to be taught by protestors. Highlighting our shared (but differentiated) vulnerability
and interdependence (also with the natural system we are a part of) figure prominently in a
childist understanding of education. Vulnerability and interdependence in this paradigm are not
restricted to children’s vulnerability and dependence on adults, but rather point to interdepend-
ent vulnerabilities across the lifespan. Adultist responses (conf. Section 2) reveal that deep-rooted
fear and anxieties of adults are integral to both: the downright hostility and well-meaning pro-
tectionism towards protesters. Nonetheless, the self-determination of protestors teaches us that
education can and should be viewed as flexible in terms of space, mode, and time. Childism
thus beckons a pluralistic stance in the overlapping realms of education and democracy—which
is not either sensitive or sensible—it is sensitively sensible.

Conclusion

In this paper, we offered a childist reading of school strikes in an overheated world. Furthermore,
we showed how school strikes can themselves be understood as offering a dynamic counterweight
to formal education, by providing opportunities for children to self-educate, and for others, espe-
cially adults, to learn from them. This led us to finally exploring possibilities of childist responses to
school strikes, i.e. engagements that aim at a fundamental restructuring which is responsive to
children’s lived experiences. In particular, we suggested that taking school strikes seriously as sites
of political appearance—which highlight interdependencies and vulnerabilities in face of crises in
the Anthropocene—requires rethinking the boundaries of democratic participation and education.
Moreover, we highlighted that school strikes for climate serve as an invitation for adults to let chil-
dren contribute to their own ongoing formation. A childist philosophical attitude emphasises
mutual teaching, e.g. the adult capacity to see and hear what children show and say which can
expand through an engagement with, rather than against school strikes. Children’s political appear-
ance on streets to influence political priorities from an intergenerational global justice point of
view is a gift for adults and adultist structures. A passage to grasping deep interdependence and
assuming appropriate respons-ability. If ‘education’ is a beacon of hope in times of overheated des-
pair, then the hope is in educational philosophies that have room for mutual teaching. The philo-
sophical assumption that it is adults who must teach children to prepare them for a better future
would then have to be discarded. In view of the educational and political richness of school strikes
for adults, the lyrics by Harold Melvin & the Blue Notes that we quoted in the beginning would
have to be amended to (in italics):

Wake up all the teachers time to learn a new way

Maybe simply listen to what the children have to say

’Cause they’re the ones who’s coming up and the world is in their hands

When you learn from children, you teach the very best you can

Notes

1. In referring to children in this paper, we mean to include legal minors under the age of 18 years, as defined by
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.
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2. Overheating refers to Anthropocene neoliberalism as a compounded term, which is not limited to the
environmental crisis alone, but incorporates neoliberal economic activity and identity politics as well. Eriksen
further integrates the asymmetrical nature of overheating in so far as formerly colonised part of the world pay
higher existential costs to maintain standards of living elsewhere.

3. We commit to a strict distinction between education and schooling (e.g. Shujaa, 1993), and we hold that
education happens with or without institutionalising children as pupils.

4. We understand this paper as a preliminary exploration that may encourage further theoretical and empirical
work across disciplinary boundaries, since we take Livingston’s (in Çıdam et al., 2020) point seriously that
carefully dialogical engagements with voices from within the civil disobedience movements are essential.

5. This is not to be read as a blanket generalisation because children in diverse contexts have also organised
themselves as labourers at strike (e.g. Liebel, 2007, Taft, 2019).

6. Although notably school strikers and off-spin groups of Fridays for Future have demanded educational change
in several places, such as the UK (Rankins, 2020) or Germany (Collins & Osborne 2019).

7. As their ‘labour’ in school is not really recognised as work contributing to society (Qvortrup, 2001).
8. While we drafted this piece, Bergmann and Ossewaarde (2020) published conclusions similar to Meade’s (2020)

based on a more technical analysis of ageist depictions of Fridays for Future activists in the German media.
9. A practical role model is the creative response of the Garden City Dortmund School, whereby the organisation

School Strikes for Climate was formally acknowledged as an external cooperation partner. In doing so the
school also assumed responsibility for expanding the political skills and knowledge of the adults involved
(conf. Su & Su, 2019).
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Çıdam, Ç., Scheuerman, W. E., Delmas, C., Pineda, E. R., Celikates, R., & Livingston, A. (2020). Theorizing the politics

of protest: Contemporary debates on civil disobedience. Contemporary Political Theory, 19(3), 513–546. https://
doi.org/10.1057/s41296-020-00392-7

Collins, J, & Osborne, L. (2019, February 6). Sch€uler in Berlin wollen Klimawandel im Lehrplan haben. Deutsche
Welle. https://p.dw.com/p/3CVwg

Cozzareli, T. (2015). Wave of high school occupations across Sao Paolo. Left Voice. https://www.leftvoice.org/Wave-
of-High-School-Occupations-across-Sao-Paolo

Cuffe, S. (2019). Chile protests: The students ’woke us up’. Al Jazeera. https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/
chile-protests-students-woke-191127175718386.html

de Wever, A., & Gantois, K. (2019). Vi er Klimaet: Et Brev til Verden. Spartacus Forlag.
Eriksen, T. H. (2016). Overheating - an anthropology of accelerated change. Pluto Press.
Flascher, J. (1978). Adultism. Adolescence, 13(51), 517–523.
Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Herder and Herder.
Fridays for Future (2020). https://fridaysforfuture.org/. Last accessed August 31, 2020.
Hagedorn, G., Loew, T., Seneviratne, S. I., Lucht, W., Beck, M.-L., Hesse, J., Knutti, R., Quaschning, V., Schleimer, J.-H.,

Mattauch, L., Breyer, C., H€ubener, H., Kirchengast, G., Chodura, A., Clausen, J., Creutzig, F., Darbi, M., Daub, C.-H.,
Ekardt, F., … Zens, J. (2019). The concerns of the young protesters are justified: A statement by Scientists for
Future concerning the protests for more climate protection. Gaia - Ecological Perspectives for Science and Society,
28(2), 79–87. https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.28.2.3

Holmberg, A., & Alvinius, A. (2020). Children’s protest in relation to the climate emergency: A qualitative study on a
new form of resistance promoting political and social change. Childhood, 27(1), 78–92. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0907568219879970

Hoveid, H., & Hoveid, M. (2019). Making education educational: A reflexive approach to teaching. Springer Nature
Switzerland.

Josefsson, J., & Wall, J. (2020). Empowered inclusion: Theorizing global justice for children and youth. Globalisations,
17(6), 1043–1060. https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1736853.

Kring, E. (2020). Spaces of appearance: Intergenerational and interspecies relations in the Anthropocene. Stockholm.
Department of Child and Youth Studies.

Kuo, L. (2019). Hong Kong students boycott classes as Chinese media warns ’end is coming’. The Guardian. https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2019/sep/02/hong-kong-protests-students-boycott-classes-as-chinese-media-warns-
end-is-coming

Liebel, M. (2007). Paternalism, participation and children’s protagonism. Children, Youth and Environments, 17(2),
56–73.

Liebel, M. (2013). Kinder und Gerechtigkeit: €uber Kinderrechte neu nachdenken. Beltz Juventa.
Liebel, M. (2020). Unerh€ort: Kinder und Macht. Beltz Juventa.
Marson, D. (1973). Children’s Strikes in 1911. History Workshop.
Mattheis, M. (2020). Unruly kids? Conceptualizing and defending youth disobedience. European Journal of Political

Theory, 40. https://doi.org/10.1177/1474885120918371
Meade, P. (2020). Reaktionen auf Sch€uler�innenrebellion: Adultismus im Diskurs um Greta Thunberg und die

Fridays for Future-Bewegung. In B. Rebecca, and M. M Urszula (Eds.), Childhood and children’s rights between
research and activism (85–119). Springer VS.

Qvortrup, J. (2001). School-work, paid work and the changing obligations of childhood. In Bolton, Angela; Mizen,
Phillip; Pole, Christopher (Eds.), Hidden Hands: International Perspectives on Children’s Work and Labour (pp.
91–108). Routledge.

Rankins, F. (2020). ‘Unfit for purpose’: Students seek to take climate education into their own hands. DESMOG UK.
https://www.desmog.co.uk/2020/02/26/our-education-system-unfit-purpose-students-call-climate-education-
reform

Rawls, J. (1971). A Theory of Justice. Harvard University Press.
Shujaa, M. J. (1993). Education and schooling: You can have one without the other. Urban Education, 27(4),

328–351. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085993027004002

EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY AND THEORY 155

https://doi.org/10.1080/17447143.2020.1745211
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-004-2326-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-004-2326-6
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41296-020-00392-7
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41296-020-00392-7
https://p.dw.com/p/3CVwg
https://www.leftvoice.org/Wave-of-High-School-Occupations-across-Sao-Paolo
https://www.leftvoice.org/Wave-of-High-School-Occupations-across-Sao-Paolo
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/chile-protests-students-woke-191127175718386.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/chile-protests-students-woke-191127175718386.html
https://fridaysforfuture.org/
https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.28.2.3
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568219879970
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568219879970
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1736853
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/sep/02/hong-kong-protests-students-boycott-classes-as-chinese-media-warns-end-is-coming
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/sep/02/hong-kong-protests-students-boycott-classes-as-chinese-media-warns-end-is-coming
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/sep/02/hong-kong-protests-students-boycott-classes-as-chinese-media-warns-end-is-coming
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474885120918371
https://www.desmog.co.uk/2020/02/26/our-education-system-unfit-purpose-students-call-climate-education-reform
https://www.desmog.co.uk/2020/02/26/our-education-system-unfit-purpose-students-call-climate-education-reform
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085993027004002


South African History Online (2013). The June 16 Soweto Youth Uprising. Retrieved from South African History
Online: https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/june-16-soweto-youth-uprising

Steafel, E., FitzPatrick, L., Hope, C. (2019, February 15). Thousands of children stage school walk out to protest cli-
mate change. The Telegraph. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/02/15/theresa-may-condemns-thousands-
children-staged-school-walk-protest/.

Straume, I. (2020). What may we hope for? Education in times of climate change. Constellations, 27(3), 540–542.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8675.12445

Su, H., & Su, S. (2019). Why solving intergenerational injustice through education does not work. On Education:
Journal for Research and Debate, 2(4). https://doi.org/10.17899/on_ed.2019.4.3

Sundhall, J. (2017). A Political space for children? The age order and children’s right to participation. Social
Inclusion, 5(3), 164–171. https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v5i3.969

Taft, J. K. (2019). The kids are in charge: Activism and power in Peru’s movement of working children. New York
University Press.

Thunberg, G. (2019). No one is too small to make a difference. Penguin Books.
Thunberg, G., & Taylor, A. (2019). Think we should be at school? Today’s climate strike is the biggest lesson of all.

The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/mar/15/school-climate-strike-greta-thunberg.
Wahlstr€om, M., Kocyba, P., de Vydt, M. M., de Moor, J. (2019). 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.
http://eprints.keele.ac.uk/6571/7/20190709_Protest%20for%20a%20future_GCS%20Descriptive%20Report.pdf.

Wall, J. (2019). From childhood studies to childism: Reconstructing the scholarly and social imagination. Children’s
Geographies, 17(6), 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2019.1668912

Watts, J. (2019). Teachers to join climate protests to demand curriculum reform: On Friday demonstrators will pro-
test against ‘negligent’ climate change education. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/environment/
2019/feb/21/teachers-to-join-climate-protests-to-demand-curriculum-reform

Weipert, A. (2015). Die Zweite Revolution: R€atebewegung in Berlin 1919/1920. De Gruyter.

156 T. BISWAS AND N. MATTHEIS

https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/june-16-soweto-youth-uprising
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/02/15/theresa-may-condemns-thousands-children-staged-school-walk-protest/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/02/15/theresa-may-condemns-thousands-children-staged-school-walk-protest/
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8675.12445
https://doi.org/10.17899/on_ed.2019.4.3
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v5i3.969
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/mar/15/school-climate-strike-greta-thunberg
http://eprints.keele.ac.uk/6571/7/20190709_Protest%20for%20a%20future_GCS%20Descriptive%20Report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2019.1668912
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/feb/21/teachers-to-join-climate-protests-to-demand-curriculum-reform
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/feb/21/teachers-to-join-climate-protests-to-demand-curriculum-reform


Copyright of Educational Philosophy & Theory is the property of Routledge and its content
may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright
holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for
individual use.


	Abstract
	Introduction
	What are school strikes?
	Passage for childist thinking
	School strikes as creating new imaginations
	Owning education
	Strikingly educational
	Letting teach: Childist responses to school strikes

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Orcid
	References


