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Abstract
This article studies discursive formations of climate change in texts by the
contemporary climate activist movement’s most famous character, Greta Thunberg.
This study critically analyses the Greta Thunberg message and discusses the kind
of worlds her message evokes. In doing so, the author discusses what is being
included in and omitted from contemporary public understandings of climate
change. Three themes are identified and analysed in the Greta Thunberg message:
science as truth; for the sake of the human child; and the apocalyptic futures and
the evocation of the past. It is argued that the Greta Thunberg message makes
sense because of how it resonates with a worldview related to the promises of
modernity. Furthermore, one way of understanding the popularity of Thunberg’s
message is that it evokes dreams of a world that once was. It is suggested that the
Greta Thunberg message evokes longing for the past, rather than the possibility of
existing in an already changing climate.1
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The Global Circulation and Formations of Climate
Discourses
Climate change is part of contemporary sense-making about the world. It is even
argued that the climate holds a hegemonic position in how we imagine social
life and the future of the human species (Hulme 2011). Scientists and activists
now advocate for the necessity of rapid transformation to reduce global warming
based on both scientific knowledge and moral reasoning. Behind these claims
lies a shared concern for the Earth and its inhabitants (Edwards 2010). A recent
movement in this vein is Fridays for Future which conducts the school climate
strike, with protests including skipping school once a week. The movement was
inspired by the 15-year-old climate activist Greta Thunberg. Since 2018, this
movement has demanded political action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
and slow rising temperatures. These demands combine political subjects and
knowledge to make claims that appear reasonable and rational. In what follows,
I refer to these relationships and claims as the discursive formations of climate
change (cf. Anshelm & Hultman 2015; Kverndokk 2020; Wetts 2020). My use
of discursive formations draws on Michel Foucault’s (1972: 38) explanation to
describe regularity and order “between objects, types of statement, concepts, or
thematic choices.” Foucault wrote that the rules of discursive formations comprise
the condition of existence to which objects, types of statement, concepts, and
thematic choices are subjected. Discursive formations in Foucault’s writings “work
to make speech possible, organize ideas and concepts, and produce ’objects of
knowledge’” (Danaher et al. 2000: 22). I use the notion of discursive formations to
refer to and analyse statements that produce seemingly stable objects of knowledge
in the Greta Thunberg message that has inspired the global climate strike.
In this article, I take a closer look at the relationships between political
subjects and knowledge in claims about climate change. I analyse the discursive
formations of climate change in texts written by Fridays for Future’s most famous
spokesperson, Greta Thunberg. To date, Thunberg has been an invited speaker at
global events hosted by organizations such as the United Nations, the European
Union, and the World Economic Forum. In other words, the Greta Thunberg
message has reached influential audiences. How can we understand why
Thunberg’s message is gaining such popularity?
I critically analyse discursive formations embedded in the Greta Thunberg
message and I discuss the kind of worldview they evoke. In doing so, I discuss
what is being included in and omitted from contemporary public understandings
of climate change. However admirable and righteous Greta Thunberg’s cause
and the global climate movement might be, I suggest that there are reasons for
scholarship to ask critical questions even about projects setting out with the best
of intentions (see e.g Hulme 2011; Ideland 2019; Qvarsebo 2019). What we tend
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to take for granted as the given good is, arguably, what critical scholars should
address. In other words, whenever a problem is presented as the only problem we
should care about, critical scholars should ask what problems we are ignoring in
our quest for the common good. In line with previous scholars who advocate for
a critical engagement with environmental issues, I agree that social science should
“prompt scholars to reflect upon the ideas, norms and power relations that make
up the world” (Lövbrand et al. 2015: 212).
In Edwards’ (2010) work on the history of climate science, he argues that global
thinking has emerged in language, ideology, technology, and practice since World
War II. The very possibility of thinking about the Earth as a whole is a consequence
of scientific progress and invention. In line with Edwards, I argue that how climate
change is spoken of forms our understanding of the world. Furthermore, claims
and assumptions can always be understood otherwise. Similar to Edwards (2010:
1), I maintain that slogans for action in relation to the climate capture “an entire
philosophy, complete with ontology, epistemology, and ethics”. Critical reflections
on what is being omitted and for whom particular formations matter can be
pinpointed when studying how the world is represented in speeches about climate
change. Formations of the world can never be innocent because they must always
be told by including some things and by leaving other things out.
The academic context of this article is the scholarly discussion around what it
means to be human in a warming climate (Gabrys & Yusoff 2012; Haraway 2015;
Neimanis et al. 2015; see e.g. Neimanis & Walker 2014). I draw on scholarship that
grapples with how to make sense of uncertainties and threats in contemporary
societies (see e.g. Alaimo 2010; Bauman 2000, 2017; Beck 1992, 1995), more
specifically, scholarship that engages with the relationship between discourse
and public understandings of climate and environmental change (Anshelm &
Hultman 2015; Hulme 2011; Kverndokk 2020; Lövbrand et al. 2015). This area
of research is significant because of “the disjuncture between ways of talking
about uncertainty within science and policy discourse and media constructions
of objectivity, truth, and balance” (Smith 2005: 1471). According to Lövbrand
et al. (2015), engagement with the stories told about the Earth today should be
imperative for social scientists. The authors suggest three entry points into this
engagement: a radicalized understanding of nature as post-natural, with a research
agenda fostering scholarship considering how the concept of nature is represented
and how these representations become tied to certain solutions; a highlighting
of social diversity and difference by researchers who resist universal accounts
of humanity but instead situate people and communities in their contexts as
shaped by power relationships; and a reintroduction of the political into scholarly
engagement with environmental change by rethinking engagement with nature as
a space for political struggle, and by asking questions about what kind of societies
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we want. These calls point towards critical engagement with how humans relate to
climate change today. This article contributes to critical scholarship in this vein.
The article began with a theoretical account of the role of discourses in making
sense of climate change. In what follows, the concept of discourse formations
is also related to three different world views; modernity, postmodernity and
reflexive modernity. The article continues with a section justifying the material
and method used in analysing the Greta Thunberg message. The analysis is then
presented in the form of three themes identified in the Greta Thunberg message:
science as truth; for the sake of the human child; and apocalyptic futures and the
evocation of the past. The article ends with a concluding section where I argue that
the Greta Thunberg message can be read as a counter-discourse to the message of
the alarming state of the Earth, in which the human species has lost all its sense
of control.

Exploring the Worldviews in the Greta Thunberg
Message
In this section, I introduce the analytical approach for this article. In tracing
recurring discursive formations in the Greta Thunberg message, I analyse
these formations in relation to three grand conceptualisations or worldviews:
modernity, postmodernity, and reflexive modernity. I first ask which discursive
formations appear in the Greta Thunberg message, and secondly how these
formations relate to ways of viewing the world (i.e. worldviews). In what follows, I
use simplified definitions of complex ideas; but I am not alone in trying to capture
and say something about the grand but changing structures in worldviews and
systems of thinking (e.g. Bauman 2000; Beck 1992, 1995; Beck et al. 2003; Giddens
1991; Hannigan 1995; Harvey 1990; Hulme 2011; Jenks 2005). These definitions
of worldviews are particularly significant in studies of environmental and climate
change (Beck 1992, 1995; Hannigan 1995).
In brief, modernity stems from the Enlightenment, where rational thinking
and objective knowledge, as well as a firm belief in both control and progress,
are central aspects. The modern project unfolded in the Western world starting
around the 1700s, with ideals including objective knowledge and universal
morality (Harvey 1990). Linearity, continuity, and truth are other imperatives
of the modern project. The modern understanding of progress constructs time
as universal and linear (Edwards 2010). In this article, modernity is defined as a
linear understanding of continuous progress in both knowledge production and
technical development where the future is seen as bright.
Postmodernity, on the other hand, questions most of the assumptions of
the modern era. Time, knowledge, and truth are seen as malleable and socially
constructed. These postmodern ideas have led to a fundamental critique of the
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ideals of linearity, continuity, and truth within modernity (Harvey 1990). The
postmodern understanding of time is multilayered, ad hoc, and unpredictable.
Postmodernity is defined as a discontinuity that includes the nonlinear unfolding
of events with unforeseen and uncertain consequences.
Reflexive modernity is a third worldview that describes the relation between
knowledge, nature and society in our time of environmental degradation (Beck
et al. 2003). Beck (1992) coined the related term “risk society”, which signifies a
society that both suffers from, and is dependent on, scientific progress. The term
reflexive modernity suggests a kind of revised and updated form of modernity,
where scientific knowledge has a role to play, albeit a role of which one must be
skeptical. Hannigan (1995: 181) suggests reflexive modernity as a ‘middle way’
between modernity and postmodernity. In the words of Beck et al. (2003: 3):
“[s]imple modernization becomes reflexive modernization to the extent that
it disenchants and then dissolves its own taken-for-granted premises.” In short,
reflexive modernity acknowledges that we know that our way of living and
organizing society is fragile, but that it is all we have. One might call reflexive
modernity a modernity with hesitation.
It is probably fair to say that these different worldviews or systems of thinking
exist side by side today, not least as traces and material manifestations interwoven
in stories, ideas, architecture, politics, and our collective imagination. The purpose
of sketching out these models is to study how the claims and demands in the Greta
Thunberg message bring together relationships between political subjects and
knowledge that make the claims reasonable and rational. I suggest that the use of
worldviews is a productive analytical lens for studying the message conveyed by
Greta Thunberg.

Analysing the Greta Thunberg Message
In this article, I take a close look at discursive formations of climate change by
Greta Thunberg. Although Thunberg is often described as a role model with
“heroism and iconicity” (Bergmann and Ossewaarde 2020: 17), her speeches can
be analysed in broader terms because of how they have resonated with audiences
globally (Kverndokk 2020). I conducted a close reading of the 11 texts published in
the collection No one is too small to make a difference (Thunberg 2019). These texts
are analytically valuable because of the worldwide audience they have reached
though both traditional and social media. Thousands of articles have been written
globally about Thunberg and the school climate strike over the last year (retrieved
from newsbank.com August 27, 2020). Because of the reach Thunberg’s texts
have had and still have, they represent how discourses around climate change are
formed in our world today.
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My intention here is not to deconstruct the ideas written by the person Greta
Thunberg; rather, the point of interest is the texts themselves, and what features in
them might have resonated with such large audiences. I use Thunberg’s speeches
as “data object[s]” (Moezzi et al. 2017: 1) for analysis. Moreover, I use the notion of
‘the Greta Thunberg message’ to emphasize that the research interest in this article
is not Greta Thunberg as a person, but the discursive formations in the message
told by her. I have chosen not to focus on the context in which the message is
told as this has been done by others (Bergmann and Ossewaarde 2020; Kverndokk
2019, 2020).
I coded the material analysed below in three stages. In the first stage of coding,
I categorized passages from the texts under descriptive and multiple labels (e.g.,
‘corporations’, ‘crisis’, ‘homo sapiens’, ‘inaction’, ‘school’, and ‘panic’). I conducted
the first stage to get an overview of the themes occurring in the speeches. In the
second stage, I coded the texts using larger and more abstract categories in the
form of clusters (e.g., ‘children’ and ‘adults’). In the last stage, I formed the following
seven recurrent descriptive categories: science, ignorance, injustice, age, nature,
disasters, and school strike. All categories were considered for further analysis,
but the final analysis was conducted by a close reading of the categories ‘science’,
‘age’, and ‘disasters’. Based on the focus on discursive formations, I found these
three categories to be most significant for the formations, and all three categories
included traces of worldviews. I chose these categories to critically analyse the
Greta Thunberg message and to discuss the kind of world her message evokes. The
quotations presented below were chosen because they represent both reoccurring
threads in the Greta Thunberg message and differences within the themes.
The sections below are divided according to the three significant and analytical
themes of the Thunberg message, with a focus on discursive formations. The first
analytical section on science presents an analysis of how science is used to mobilize
a mostly modern formation of scientific progress and certainty. The second
analytical section focuses on how a discursive formation mobilizes the human
child as a way to reinstall human mastery. The third section on apocalyptic futures
analyses how the formation mobilizes some traditional values of modernity.

Science as Truth
The Greta Thunberg message about climate change repeatedly relies on a natural
science account of the climate. All of Thunberg’s speeches and texts include
seemingly precise references to climate and natural science. For example, the
message declares the exact number—200—of species becoming extinct every day
(Thunberg 2019: 9). In the following quotation, it is obvious that the Thunberg
message uses scientific estimates to claim certain trajectories for the changing
climate:
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Around the year 2030, 10 years, 259 days and 10 hours away from
now, we will be in a position where we will set off an irreversible chain
reaction beyond human control that will most likely lead to the end of
our civilization as we know it. (Thunberg 2019: 46)

Both certainty and uncertainty are evoked in the passage above. The exact number
of years, days, and hours from when the speech was given (in Strasbourg on April
16, 2019) until the outset of an irreversible chain reaction are mentioned, relying
on universal time as an exact measurement of the relationship between events.
Universal time is one of the core infrastructures of modernity (Edwards 2010).
On the other hand, the word “around” at the beginning of the quotation indicates
that the calculation is not as certain as might at first seem. That humans are “most
likely” to set off reactions that will end our civilization, i.e., what we have come
to think is normal for organizing society, leaves us with a message of unknown
consequences. In this way, the Thunberg message, with the use of climate science,
highlights both the known and unknown of scientific knowledge. This formation
evokes a reflexive modernity of both trust and scepticism in relation to science.
The unknown is, however, said to be avoidable if the right measures are taken. The
thread continues:
That is, unless in that time permanent and unprecedented changes in all
aspects of society have taken place, including a reduction of our CO2
emissions by at least 50 per cent. And please note that these calculations
are depending on inventions that have not yet been invented at scale,
inventions that are supposed to clear our atmosphere of astronomical
amounts of carbon dioxide. Furthermore these calculations do
not include unforeseen tipping points and feedback loops, like the
extremely powerful methane gas escaping from rapidly thawing Arctic
permafrost. (Thunberg 2019: 46–47)

The message told above can be read as both alarming and comforting, containing
both hope and fear (see e.g. Dahlbeck 2014). Alarming, because according to
climate science, unforeseen tipping points and feedback loops will be set off by
the already warming climate. Comforting, because there is time to make changes
in society, including reducing carbon dioxide emissions, and because there are
inventions that can clean the atmosphere. The message seems to be that if we only
trust science, we humans can be saved as a species. I read this as an idea belonging
to modernity of control and linearity. In the following quotation, it is even clearer
that we humans, despite the uncertainty, should rely on science as a truth teller
and saviour:
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We must also bear in mind that these are just calculations, estimations,
meaning that the point of no return may occur a bit sooner or later than
that. No one can know for sure. We can however be certain that they will
occur approximately in these time-frames. Because these calculations
are not opinions or wild guesses. These predictions are backed up by
scientific facts, concluded by all nations through the IPCC. (Thunberg
2019: 47–48)

The international consensus is evoked to support the predictability of scientific
facts. Even though science can only offer calculations and estimations, as
suggested by Beck (1992), the message still claims that it is certain that “the point
of no return” will occur ”sooner or later”. There is no question that science is
what we must rely on to be saved from passing the point of no return. In another
speech, Thunberg (2019: 55) addresses the British Parliament ”on behalf of future
generations”, claiming that the children are only “repeating the message of the
united climate science”. This point is emphasized elsewhere when it is argued that
science should become the heart of politics and democracy: “I keep telling you
[i.e., politicians] to unite behind the science. Make the best available science the
heart of politics and democracy” (Thunberg 2019: 52).
How science can become the heart of politics is spelled out below:
… the only thing that we need to look at is the emission curve. And I’m
sorry, but it’s still rising. That curve is the only thing we should look at.
Every time we make a decision we should ask ourselves: how will this
decision affect that curve? We should no longer measure our wealth and
success in the graph that shows economic growth, but in the curve that
shows the emissions of greenhouse gases. (Thunberg 2019: 64)

In the second quotation above, it is claimed that our human existence should rely
on our relationship to the emission curve, and that not much else matters. The
message puts the curve at the centre of attention, making it the measure against
which everything else should be compared. The curve further puts climate science
at the centre of the world and global decision-making. The models and estimates
made by climate science produce a message—and a reality—in which decisions
should always be made in relation to how they affect the emission curve. Hulme
(2011: 245) has named this faith in climate science when predicting the future a
“climate reductionism.” The climate thus becomes the main source for explaining
almost everything that is happening in contemporary societies. Listening to
science seems to be the way politicians and adults can give children a future: “I
assure you we [children] will go back to school the moment you start listening to
science and give us a future. Is that really too much to ask?” (Thunberg 2019: 57).
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Is it too much to ask, just to listen to science? Thunberg’s message is supported
by world-scale infrastructures that make possible certain types of knowledge
and communication that involve material artefacts such as satellites, electric
power, and servers of data and signals (see e.g. Edwards 2010). Science has made
possible various inventions that have contributed to large-scale greenhouse gas
emissions, but these effects of science are left out of the discursive formations
here. As critically argued by Lövbrand et al. (2015: 212), the current mainstream
understanding of Earth’s changing climate has “foreclosed the conversation on the
range of social and environmental futures that are possible”. In my interpretation,
the unconditional trust in climate science can be read as belonging to a discursive
formation drawing on modernity, in which truth and certain knowledge are
possible. This understanding does not allow for a multiplicity of truths and
knowledges that the postmodern position would evoke. A strong belief in science
lies at the heart of the modern project.
Lyotard (1986: xxiii–xxiv) claimed that the modern condition of knowledge
has been legitimized “with reference to a metadiscourse … making an explicit
appeal to some grand narrative” in which “the hero of knowledge works toward
a good ethico-political end—universal peace”. In his diagnosis of the postmodern
condition, knowledge claims are plural, uncertain, and fragmented. One question
that this diagnosis suggests concerns how scientific knowledge can be legitimized
(see e.g. Strandbrink 2018). The Greta Thunberg message paints a broad and
simplified picture of scientific findings about the climate, findings that always
come from socially constructed, complex measurements and estimations (see e.g.
Edwards 2010). In Edward’s analysis, climate science does not exist ‘naturally’,
but needs to be created from socially constructed and shared knowledge drawn
from various standards and sources. The Greta Thunberg message can be read as
a mostly modern discursive formation of the role of science as a producer of good
and certain knowledge that we all can trust.

For the Sake of the Human Child
Another important theme in the Greta Thunberg message is that of human
mastery. The message seems to be that we humans can still be the masters of the
planet if we act in time. Thunberg’s message rests, for the most part on modernity’s
certainty and assumptions about the relationship between humans and their
surroundings. The planet is supposedly in the hands of humans:
But Homo sapiens have not yet failed. Yes, we are failing, but there is
still time to turn everything around. We can still fix this. We still have
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everything in our own hands. But unless we recognize the overall
failures of our current systems we most probably don’t stand a chance.
We are facing a disaster of unspoken sufferings for enormous amounts
of people. (Thunberg 2019: 20)

In the quotation above, humans as a unified category are assumed to have absolute
control over the situation. The message seems to be that it is we who have caused
these changes in the climate, and it is also we who can change the situation. The
threat of suffering is assumed to happen to humans. It is worth pointing out that
what sustains the people, i.e., the environment in which we live, is not mentioned
in the message. The message seems to assume that humans exist outside of the
climate and “relate to the globe as the milieu for [human] survival” (Colebrook
2009 quoted in Neimanis & Walker 2014: 567). This message reinforces the idea,
central to the modern understanding, of a divide between humanity and nature.
Beck (1995: 37) noted that the idea of nature is one of nostalgia and myth: “work,
production, government and science at once reconstruct [nature] and furnish it
with the norms by whose yardstick it is judged to be endangered and damaged”.
Central to Beck’s argument is that there is no pure nature that is unaffected or
outside of human culture. A similar and more recent argument has been made
around the concept of the Anthropocene, defined as a geological epoch caused by
the impact of the human species on the Earth’s geology and ecosystems, including
anthropogenic climate change (see e.g. Bird Rose et al. 2012; Waters et al. 2016).
However artificial or ‘unnatural’ our surrounding environment might be, the idea
of nature still strongly resonates with ideas that seem to express longing for what
once was.
When the Greta Thunberg message justifies to audiences of politicians why
rapid transformations are needed, children, grandchildren, and the beautiful
planet are listed as reasons for bringing about change: “I ask you to prove me
wrong. For the sake of your children, for the sake of your grandchildren. For
the sake of life and this beautiful living planet” (Thunberg 2019: 18). Bringing
together children and nature is a central relationship through Western history
and philosophy (see e.g. Archard 2015; Halldén 2011; Ideland 2019; Jenks 2005;
Kverndokk 2020). In Western philosophy, Rousseau (1712–1778) was and still is
highly influential, describing children as innocent and close to uncorrupted nature;
a way of thinking about children that remains with us today (Archard 2015). The
message contains a modern and coherent formation of what we should value in
times of pressing climate change. The formation of the innocent and pure child
enables a tale of rescuing the precarious one and establishes an understanding in
which adult, human decision-makers still can be heroes.
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The following quotation further emphasizes that the choice over the future
course of events is in the hands of human civilization:
Either we prevent 1.5°C of warming or we don’t. Either we avoid setting
off that irreversible chain reaction beyond human control or we don’t.
Either we choose to go on as a civilization or we don’t. (Thunberg 2019:
21)

Preventing 1.5 degrees Celsius of warming is said to be possible if we humans
choose to avoid it. This formation constructs how adults can chose to save
children and civilization, if they only do things right. Again, what is being told
is a reassuring message of certainty and human mastery that might be appealing
because hope can be invested in a modern worldview of control and stability. The
solution to the crisis also seems natural and feasible, if politicians only were to
think more like children:
Solving the climate crisis is the greatest and most complex challenge
that Homo sapiens have ever faced. The main solution, however, is
so simple that even a small child can understand it. We have to stop
our emissions of greenhouse gases. And either we do that or we don’t.
(Thunberg 2019: 21)

However complex the climate crisis, the message told is that the solution is
simple, even an issue of “black and white” (Thunberg 2019: 8). In my interpretation,
calling for the complete stopping of greenhouse gas emissions creates a formation
that evokes a grand modern worldview in which change can be made from a point
of unity. It is reasonable to interpret this formation as one that puts forward a
dream of what once was. The message might evoke a longing for a lost unified
society (see e .g. Bauman 2017). As previously outlined, this formation can be
understood as the longing for a stable ground where time has not been able to
transform or change the conditions of possibility. The formation of the Greta
Thunberg message is clear: we are currently not on the right path, and we—as
humans and as a civilization—have to change. I suggest that the proposed change
is pointing in the direction of ideas of what once was. It can be interpreted as
”a nostalgia for the future” (Davies 2010: 264) in which the present is the time
to which the imagined future will always refer, in order to create the image of
a satisfactory home. It is reasonable to believe that the longing for the past can
be read as a reaction to a fragmented reality in which identities and truths are
fluid and negotiable. Bauman (2017: 153) has written that our age is one ”in
which everything—or almost—may happen, while nothing—or almost—can be
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undertaken with self-assurance and with certainty of seeing it through” (153), and
this is, he claims, “anything but pleasurable, soothing and gratifying” (154–155).
In my understanding, it is in light of this condition that our collective longing for
the past as the ideal future makes sense. It is also in light of this present condition
of longing for the past as the ideal future that we can understand why the Greta
Thunberg message might be so appealing and so popular. The Greta Thunberg
message leaves us with a sense of that we can return to a past when the future was
bright, and the human species was on a victory parade of endless progress.

Apocalyptic Futures and the Evocation of the Past
A common theme in the Greta Thunberg message is that of the near apocalypse.
Thunberg’s message commonly uses words such as “panic”, “fear”, and “crisis”. In
the following quotation, Thunberg’s message tells about how action is needed in
order to give children a future:
The future of all the coming generations rests on your [adult] shoulders.
Those of us who are still children can’t change what you do now once
we’re old enough to do something about it. … So please, treat the
climate crisis like the acute crisis it is and give us a future. (Thunberg
2019: 4–5)

What awaits coming generations is an acute crisis and the scenario of no future
at all. It is clear that through a different course of human action, it is possible
that “past, present, and future [can] constitute progressive steps toward a better
world, a set future that we can achieve through human perseverance” (Neimanis
and Walker 2014: 568 italics in original). In other words, the formation of the
apocalypse is mobilized to make another formation possible—that of possible
changes and possible futures—which follows the linearity of universal time and
modernity’s progress. Set against the threat of the apocalypse, it seems reasonable
to give coming generations of humans a future. Furthermore, the Greta Thunberg
message uses the legacy of achievements and progress in order to communicate
how climate change should be understood:
We need to focus every inch of our being on climate change, because if
we fail to do so then all our achievements and progress have been for
nothing and all that will remain of our political leaders’ legacy will be
the greatest failure of human history. (Thunberg 2019: 37)
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This formation constructs the apocalypse as indicating that our civilization has
failed. The message told promises the possibility of achievement and progress.
This formation recalls the dream of the modern project, in which ”the genuine
or putative aspects of the past, [are] believed to be successfully tested and unduly
abandoned or recklessly allowed to erode” (Bauman 2017: 9).
A relation of temporality between the past, present, and future is produced
through the Thunberg message. In this way, the formation connects different
temporalities that create a type of “nostalgia” for the future by constructing a
continuity between the past, present, and future. The formation is also a tale of
time, evoking the ongoing life of the child-rearing family and the importance of
maintaining one’s home, telling, for example, of future birthdays to be celebrated
with children and grandchildren. This formation features the role of the traditional
child rearing family and a stable home in the future to come. As noted by Davies
(2010), nostalgia can be understood as suffering the loss of a homecoming. Unlike
the adults in the Greta Thunberg message, the child is constructed as someone
who would love her children by giving them a future:
The year 2078 I will celebrate my seventy-fifth birthday. If I have
children, then maybe they will spend that day with me. Maybe they will
ask about you. Maybe they will ask why you didn’t do anything, while
there still was time to act. You say that you love your children above
everything else. And yet you are stealing their future. (Thunberg 2019:
16)

In the message above, the word “maybe” is used to denote possibility—what may,
or may not, be. With real love, according to the message, it is possible to give
coming generations of children a future that resembles the past. This formation
creates a timeline of continuity. Not being able to have an adulthood without
sorrow is also added to the formation of a desirable future. The potential for young
people to be continuously carefree is touched on in the message below:
In the year 2030 I will be twenty-six years old. My little sister, Beata, will
be twenty-three. Just like many of your own children or grandchildren.
That is a great age, we have been told. When you have all of your life
ahead of you. But I am not so sure it will be that great for us. (Thunberg
2019: 57–58)

Belief in a promising future is one characteristic of modernity. The message told in
the above quotation is one in which children of today will not have what previous
generations have had. The happy future seems to belong to the past, unless
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appropriate measures are taken to ensure continuity between past, present, and
future.

Concluding Discussion
The Greta Thunberg message has attracted global attention since the first school
climate strike took place in the Swedish capital of Stockholm in August 2018. How
can we understand why the Greta Thunberg message has gained such popularity?
In this article, I sought to critically analyse the Greta Thunberg message and
discuss the kind of world her message evokes. The analyses focused on discursive
formations embedded in the Greta Thunberg message and discussed the
worldviews the formations evoked. Through a close reading of the claims made in
this message, I show that the Greta Thunberg message appeals to traditional values
and a longing for an imagined past. Based on the above analysis, I suggest that the
Greta Thunberg message makes sense because it is told as a counter-discourse to
the current climate change path, by connecting the imagined past with the future.
The message can be read as a possible counter-discourse to the formation of the
alarming state of the Earth in which the human species has lost all its sense of
control.
Climate science plays a double role in this counter-discourse. The references
to climate science in the Greta Thunberg message are used to call into question
the effects of progress and the rationales of modern society. At the same time,
however, climate science is also used in the message to take us back to a modern
worldview of scientific knowledge as certain and stable. In this way, the Thunberg
message creates continuity between an imagined past and a desired future. The
message seems to give the human species a role in order to reassure us that we
can still be the masters of the planet, if we act in time. Thunberg’s message rests
on modernity’s certainty and assumptions about the relationship between humans
and their surrounding world. This reassuring sense of control might contribute
to the popularity of the message. The notion of an apocalyptic future enables a
particularly successful formation because it re-enacts certain values of modernity
and what we as a species have lost but should strive to regain. This formation of
the future includes a nostalgic account of the child-rearing family and a stable
home. The formation of the future is oriented towards human action as the only
thing that can turn things around—arguably, the same line of thinking that made
the modern project, and fossil fuel economy, possible.
The Greta Thunberg message enables us as a species to once again dream big.
We can dream big both in terms of what is possible for humans to control, and in
terms of regaining access to certainty and optimism. Dreaming big, however, has
consequences for what can be included in the Greta Thunberg message. The broad
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and simplified interpretations of scientific claims in the message excludes the
uncertainties and politics which are always part of knowledge claims in natural
science (Edwards 2010; Lövbrand et al. 2015)—uncertainties that should not be
left to scientists alone (Hulme 2011; Swyngedouw 2010). Also left out are all those
entities and phenomena that sustain the human species and make up the very
thing we call climate: chemical and biological processes, plants, microorganisms,
and nonhuman animals (Alaimo 2010; Neimanis & Walker 2014).
To conclude, the Greta Thunberg message constructs a longing human subject
who mourns a bygone world. The message evokes a longing for the past rather
than the possibility of existing in an already changing climate. It enables us to
navigate a world of climate change by evoking a dream of the past that never was.
Hanna Sjögren is Associate Senior Lecturer at the Department of Childhood,
Education, Society at Malmö University in Sweden. Her research concerns how
people understand and interpret environmental change as an entangled cultural,
societal, and scientific phenomenon.
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