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Greta Thunberg and Her Harsh Critics:
The Ethics of Criticizing Children in the Public Sphere
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Children—notably Nordic white
girls with braids and red cheeks
—were often used in Nazi
propaganda. An old Goebbels
technique! Looks like today’s

Young people are increasingly active politically at a time
when we are entering a new era of heated political
discourse: one where not even children are immune to
vitriolic verbal abuse (Natanson, 2019). At age 16, Greta
Thunberg took the world by storm with her passionate
words against climate change, accusing world politicians of

progressive Left is still learning its
game from an earlier Left in the
1930s

complacency regarding the environment. In her Swedish
hometown of Stockholm, Thunberg started “Fridays for
Future,” a movement of students skipping school and
demanding political action regarding climate change
(Woodward 2019). Former President Barack Obama called
her “one of our planet’s greatest advocates,” but the
teenager has not been immune to attacks from conservative
commentators, far-right politicians and “online haters” who
also target her family (Weise 2019). In response to
Thunberg’s blunt criticisms during a speech to the United Nations, President Donald Trump
sarcastically tweeted that Thunberg is “a very happy young girl looking forward to a bright
and wonderful future” (Rupar, 2019). Meanwhile, a Fox News commentator called her a
“mentally ill Swedish child” (Gabbatt 2019).
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According to political discourse scholar Lawrence Prelli, “There used to be a constraint upon
criticizing children, generally” (Natanson, 2019). Others argue that when teenagers like
Thunberg come into the public eye, they sacrifice their privacy and, in a sense, their
childhood. “If she wants to participate as an adult citizen, she should be criticized as one,”
claims Robinson Meyer from The Atlantic. But it's not just verbal criticism. In a tweet by
Dinesh D’Souza, Thunberg is likened to a Nazi child, using a vintage Nazi image of a Nordic
child and comparing it to a picture of Thunberg. And in response to Thunberg’s surprise
appearance at an lowa school, a teacher posted “don’t have my sniper rifle” on Facebook, a
possibly threatening message that built upon fake internet memes supposedly showing
Thunberg shooting a rifle (Opsahl 2019). Facebook posts originating in Brazil claim
Thunberg’s mother is a satanic lesbian who teaches abortion classes; others assert that her
father lives in Germany with his boyfriend and that Thunberg collaborates with members of
the Islamic State (Weise 2019).

As a teenager who is publically active in political movements for climate change, Thunberg
is making strides in environmental action. But some might ask: are these gains worth the cost
to her personal privacy and the well-being of her family? On the other hand, from the climate
activist perspective, Thunberg has sparked a young generation’s climate action and
mobilized millions of people to lead climate strikes in 150 countries. The September 20,
2019, Global Climate strike—organized and inspired by Thunberg—was the largest
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environmental protest in history. She was even nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize
(Woodward et al. 2019).

In the face of intense public admiration and criticism from various quarters, Thunberg has
apparently shrugged off the personal attacks and even clapped back at some, changing her
Twitter bio to read “A very happy young girl looking forward to a bright and wonderful
future.” This case raises questions about the role of youth in political activism as well as the
limits of criticism from others. Is Thunberg too old to expect to be free of harsh criticism, or
too young to quarrel with those currently in positions of power? Or should the supposed
adults listen to this passionate but relatively inexperienced newcomer in the rough and
tumble world of climate policy?

Discussion Questions:

1. Isitagood thing that a teenager is taking such a prominent role in the complex
politics of climate change?

2. How free should adults be to speak critically of children in public? Does being a
public figure change how a child should be treated?

3. Should children be entitled to the same rights to free speech that adults have? Would
you argue differently between the cases of a 16-year-old and a 10-year-old? Why?

4. When hate speech or threats of violence are involved, should adults moderate or
restrict children’s speech for their own protection?

5. Should critics treat young activists like Thunberg differently than they might treat
adult activists?
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