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Chapter 1

Girls on Earth

As we write this book in Spokane, Washington, on the ancestral homelands of the Spokane Tribal People, we are experiencing a record shattering heat wave. We are advised to stay indoors because the air quality is unhealthy from wildfires burning in the area. Our region is experiencing its worst drought, further fueling the wildfire season. However, the impact of the climate crisis in our region barely compares to the devastation we are witnessing across the globe, ranging from deadly floods, hurricanes, forest fires, and heat waves. No wonder there is an increase of eco-anxiety among youth who feel that their future is at risk and feel powerless to do anything about it.

The story of the climate crisis is one of a battle between science, government and global capitalism. It is also a story of inequality, where developed countries with the highest carbon emissions are impacting countries with little say in the matter. In the Global North, the discourse is about sustainable capitalism and green energy. In the Global South, discourses are rooted in post-colonial environmentalism that honors Indigenous knowledges, survival, and a scathing critique of capitalism as sea rise threatens island countries and climate refugees flee to higher ground.

In the past decade, climate mitigation strategies and solutions have steadily grown. In December of 2015, the countries in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) adopted the Paris Agreement, which was the first effort of its kind to, by agreement, hold each other legally accountable to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to pre-industrial levels. Three years later, a special report from this body articulated a deadline by which carbon emissions needed to be drastically reduced to keep global warming at 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels—2030. In August 2021, the IPCC (UNs Intergovernmental Report of Climate Change) report warned that their findings are a “code red” for humanity. Human-caused climate change has harmed ecosystems that are now irreversible. We are dangerously close to the tipping point of no full return. The large-scale social change necessary is stalled for many reasons due to conflicting interests between science, politics, and global capitalism.

The global health pandemic of 2020, caused by COVID-19, brought industrial processes to a grinding halt. It was and continues to be terrifying, but it also gave a hopeful glimpse of what a more sustainable world might look like. There were widespread reports of air and water pollution improvement, significant reductions in carbon emissions, and even dolphins swimming in Venice canals. Yet many argue that these reports only give us false hope.

It is in this context that we have come to admire girl leaders in the climate justice movement. We refer to these girls as “climate girls” because they have been given this title by mainstream media and, by extension, public discourse. However, we also see that while these girls participate in environmental justice in a variety of ways, from planting trees, beach cleanups, or pressuring politicians, the urgency of the climate crisis and girls’ use of social media has united them under the umbrella of “climate” as the most pressing issue to act on. Perhaps the most famous climate girl is Greta Thunberg. Greta Thunberg, a Swedish girl who started the School Strike for Climate in 2018, is seen as the voice of her generation, taking world leaders to task for not doing enough to protect kids’ future. She is not alone in her climate activism. Jamie Margolin, a queer Latinx feminist, heads This is Zero Hour, which organizes protests and participates in lobbying, directly connecting environmental justice with social justice. Indigenous girls, such as Autumn Peltier (Wiikwemkoong First Nation), are now taken more seriously when they advocate for protecting water and land rights. Climate girls seem to be everywhere: on the cover of magazines, speaking at international climate conferences, and leading efforts to get people in positions of power to recognize the gravity of the climate crisis.

Our admiration of these girls as leaders in the context of the climate crisis turned into a series of questions about the cultural, political, and social factors that allow girls to take such high prominence on the world’s stage on issues of the climate crisis. They are gaining notoriety in part because of their savvy use of social media, as they respond to politicians and business leaders who dismiss their messages. As feminist media studies scholars, we wanted to learn more about how these climate girls use social media for social change, especially given their positionalities as girls. At the same time, mainstream media play an important role in mediating the climate crisis. When it comes to coverage of these activist girls, who gets to be recognized for doing this activist work? Whose voices are ignored and why?

We were also interested in understanding what rhetorical and technical strategies climate girls used to engage in the climate justice movement. Climate girls are learning from adult leaders in the climate justice movement, but they are remixing this discourse to push for the next level of action needed. In addition to their use of social media, climate girls are using technologies in innovative ways for their activism, designing videogames, apps, and water filters. What can we learn from their technological interventions in light of persistent gender inequality in STEM fields?

These girls begin their activism at a young age and grow into teens and young adults. As girls’ studies scholars, we wanted to better understand the obstacles they face as they try to protect their future. What motivates these girls to circumvent them, especially given our concerns? These climate girls are the subject of misogynistic attacks and cyberbullying. They are critiqued for both their gender and their generation as they struggle to have their voices heard. Misinformation campaigns, trolling, and doxxing are all part of efforts to discredit them. Why are these attacks so prevalent and what do they say about girls’ agency in a patriarchal society?

The answers to our questions lie at the confluence of mainstream media framing these girls as exceptional as well as the different rhetorical strategies that climate girls are using to get their messages across, through social media platforms, but also through the direct actions they lead. In this chapter, we introduce the core themes of our book including the dominant hegemonic narrative of climate girls, digital rhetorical strategies of climate girl activists, and girls as techno-savvy activists. In our analyses of climate girl activists, we show that as part of their actions and the ability to raise their voice that participatory culture affords (Jenkins et al., 2006), girl activists are invited to appear on international stages to help inform decision-making at the highest levels. We find the twists and turns of young girls who rise to prominence in their fight for a livable planet an important trajectory to trace for social movement scholars and environmental activists because this leads to several questions: Once on the international stage, are world leaders persuaded? What are the actual implications of this powerful platform? We argue the resulting social change packs more unintended influence than we realize.

Our goals as adult white women are to amplify climate girls’ voices and to help form intergenerational alliances, partly because we need as many voices at the table to address the climate crisis, but also because environmental conditions will continue to worsen as these girls age and we want to help them build their capacities. Our aim, then, is to understand their strategies and tactics, how they are doing what they are doing, and what opportunities and challenges they face in that process. We recognize there are limitations and biases in our academic training and in our positionalities, and we acknowledge that as white thinkers and women raised in settler colonial ideologies, we often are outsiders. In light of our positionality, we have consciously drawn from scholarship in Black and Indigenous girls’ studies, which help us to better understand and analyze girls’ climate activism. To that end, our aim is to foreground climate girls’ lived experiences in the cases in this book and hope their lived experiences become more central in public discussion.


Who are Climate Girls?

In our study of climate girl activists, we are focused primarily on teens who self-identify as girls. The girls in our cases range from 8–25 years old. We focus on these girls since those are the ones who are given the most media attention and who are spotlighted on the world stage in leadership roles for climate justice. Beyond the girls who are high-profile, we also draw attention to girls’ technofeminist strategies for participating in the climate justice movement. While these girls are not singled out in media, we find that they offer unique insights into addressing the climate crisis.

The term “girl” can refer to one’s gender identity or a person’s subjective experience of their gender (Fixmer-Oraiz & Wood, 2019). Key to our analysis is a central understanding that gender identity is socially constructed and varies across cultures and over time. Additionally, gender also refers to one’s subjectivity, especially how one’s sense of self is situated within power relations. Feminist scholars have been critical of a binary notion of gender and, as Vanner (2019) writes, “with the recognition of trans and gender-nonconforming identities, the category of girl has expanded to encompass all who identify as such, regardless of the sex assigned to them at birth” (p. 120).

Additionally, we use the term “girls” in our case studies because that is how they are being referred to in popular culture and mainstream media. By labeling them “girls,” they are seen as less threatening because of cultural constructs of girls as overreactive and angry.

While many of the girls in our cases do not invoke a gendered subject position (such as speaking as a girl or for girls), they operate within cultural contexts that rely on a gendered binary system. That said, Generation Z tends to embrace non-binary gender identifications, through actions such as pronoun use. They also embrace what we call “Gen Z radical” in which they challenge dominant discourses that are binary, not only in identity but also in relationship to the Earth. For example, they emphasize a reciprocal relationship between humans and the environment, which challenges capitalist neoliberal frameworks of exploiting the environment. Like ecofeminists who see an alliance between gender oppression and Earth’s oppression, this generation of climate girl activists advocate for inclusivity, decolonialism, and degrowth.

One thing that unites the girls in our cases is that they are not able to participate in traditional politics, such as voting, because they are not considered adults. Thus, they use their youth subject position as a rhetorical strategy to implore adults to act. Speaking as youth, they make the case that they will inherit a world that they had no hand in creating, which leads to their involvement at high-profile climate conventions.

The girls in this book have grown up with the term “climate change” circulating in popular discourse and are witness to and victims of the severity of the global climate crisis. They have seen global efforts to address the climate crisis steadily increase (e.g., Paris Agreement, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, IPCC reports), yet they are frustrated that more is not being done to address this crisis. Following the words of Greta Thunberg, they want adults to act as if their house is on fire.

The girls featured in our case studies have all come to the climate justice movement through a relationship to the natural world, whether through research in school, participation in an environmental club, or witnessing climate disasters such as hurricanes and wildfires. These climate girls did not set out to lead a movement, but to create needed change in ways that made sense for them. Social media and media coverage helped with the rhetorical strategies these climate girl activists created and tried. Swedish teen Greta’s idea for her now-famous school strike came from the American youth who organized school strikes to protest gun violence as well as March for Our Lives (Stone, 2021



From Girl Power to Global Saviors




There is a bizarre, fetishistic quality to the attention adults pay these teen girl activists. We tend to focus on their youth, their femininity, and their bravery, taking pleasure from the disconnect between the seriousness of the work these girls are trying to accomplish and their social status as unserious, unrespected teenage girls. And while we enjoy this juxtaposition, we tend to ignore the substance of their messages: We laud them for their bravery in demanding change, and then we refuse to make the changes they seek. Moreover, we tend to ignore the fact that teenage girls are, after all, still children, and therefore people to whom adults owe a responsibility. (Grady, 2021, para. 32)









Girls and Activism







Girls’ Digital Activism






never has it been as easy as it is now for young people to mobilise themselves and each other in support of what they claim as their citizenship rights without the help of adult mediators and facilitators. Because digital devices allow young people to connect sources of knowledge, paths for active engagement and the presentation of opinions and demands, they can perform citizenship, singly and collectively, in ways that were not previously possible. (p. 15)
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