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Climate Protest the Latest Youth Action for Social Change

In every generation, young people have led movements for social change — from the black teenagers who staged lunch counter sit-ins in the 1960s to desegregate public spaces in the United States, to college protests in the 1980s that led to the dismantling of apartheid in South Africa, to the pro-democracy demonstrations in Beijing in 1989, and more.

Some were successful, others were not.

The latest student movement to make headlines began last year, as students skipped classes on Fridays to pressure world leaders to take action on climate. The global Youth Climate Strike, held on March 15 with nearly 1.5 million students in more than 100 countries, was the largest to date.

The younger generation speaks out

It is often the younger generation’s role to question the established ways, said Patricia Maulden, a researcher at the School for Conflict Analysis and Resolution at George Mason University in Virginia.

“When (today’s adults) were youth, they advocated for certain things, and oftentimes, they got them. And they are entrenched in that system, in that way of being.”

Maulden noted, "that way of being" changes.

“Life moves on. Life has changed. Communication has changed. Livelihood strategies have changed. But they haven’t changed with it, and the youth are coming up and saying, 'It’s not the same world.'”

Standing on the steps of the U.S. Capitol on Friday, Alyssa Weissman told the crowd, “It is time for us to stop watching. It is time for us to strike back! We are the generation that will lead international action!”

One protester, Kevin Crandall, observed, “Since we’re the next ones going into the workforce, going into public office, things like that, it’s important for us and, as the chant is saying, it is our future.”

Maulden said it’s not surprising that young people are passionate about climate issues.

“It is something that young people understand better than adults do and grasp it, and overall are concerned about their future, anyway. But also with social media, it allows that connection between continents.”

The young idealists take their movement seriously.

“That’s our job,” said Emma O'Driscoll. “We want to prove that while we are young and we don’t have as much experience, that doesn’t mean we don’t know these things."

Building on student-led activism

This climate protest movement was heavily inspired by the "March for Our Lives" protest in 2018, where protesters gathered in cities around the country demanding stricter guns laws in the aftermath of a mass shooting at a Parkland, Florida, high school that left 17 people dead.

Maulden said the Parkland students were incredibly articulate.

“They organized in a way that was an example or a reminder, perhaps, of how this could work.”

Will the movement stick in the U.S. as it has in other countries? Experts say that’s hard to predict. But the students have some prominent supporters. Among them is freshman Democratic Congresswoman Ilhan Omar, who thanked the crowd in Washington for "showing up for their future."

Other endorsements came from former presidential candidate Hillary Clinton, and actor and environmentalist Leonardo DiCaprio.

The question now is whether the students, who for the most part can’t even vote, will end up having a real impact on global politics.
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