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FOR ALL THE POSSIBILISTS OUT THERE.
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FOREWORD

Bill McKibben

This is a very important book about the climate crisis, for several reasons.

One, it gives American audiences a real insight into how things look on the other side of the Atlantic. Both public opinion and government policy are far advanced in Europe and Germany—but that does not mean they are moving fast enough. (Indeed, in May of 2022 news came that the EU’s carbon emissions had topped their prepandemic totals.) But there the opposition is mostly in the form of delay, not denial—squishier than the idiot opposition in Trumpish America, but in many ways just as effective.

Two, it gives older audiences an insight into how younger people are thinking. Greta Thunberg’s 2018 school strike galvanized the world, but it especially galvanized young Europe. Luisa and Alex were already engaged in this work but they were able to ride the tsunami that Thunberg unleashed, with enormous skill that helped quickly transform climate politics. In a sense, Greta validated a kind of impatience, and put elites on notice that their old coping methods no longer sufficed—this is a very fine portrait of what happens when movements suddenly move.

But the third reason is that it underlines just how much is always the same, age or geography aside. Power—and the status quo is power in itself—does not budge without a shove, and that shove has to come not just from angry tweets but from committed organizing. Of all the true sentiments in this book, the truest may be: “It’s a matter of organization and mobilization: any action, no matter how small, can have a big impact if it’s launched at the right moment, with the right narrative, and by as many people as possible.”

I have gotten to watch the way these young people organize—watched as they’ve helped rewrite the script for Europe. They are extraordinarily adept, and this book gives a deep and honest reflection on why that is. May they stay at it, and may we all pitch in!








PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION

Luisa Neubauer and Alexander Repenning

Hi!

We—Alex and Luisa—are so happy you are holding this book in your hands. We wrote it not only with the goal to inspire and inform, but more importantly to spread hope and inspire rage in these difficult times. If we achieved that in this book, it’s all we could wish for.

It has been almost four years since the first publication of the book in German, and so much has happened since then. We are delighted that our book is now translated into English to reach a wider, global, readership.

When we started writing in 2018, we couldn’t have imagined that one year later everyone would be talking about Fridays For Future. We couldn’t have imagined that Luisa would end up leading the German Fridays For Future movement, travel with Greta Thunberg to meet French President Emmanuel Macron, to discuss the climate crisis with Barack Obama, and to speak at the World Economic Forum in Davos. This book ended up documenting how to start a climate movement more or less by accident.

At the beginning of 2019, Luisa and a handful of other activists started the Fridays For Future movement in Germany. Week after week we organized climate strikes across the country, growing each time until in May 2019, the climate crisis became the most important subject for German voters ahead of the European Parliament election. Meanwhile, we went to all possible stages and spaces in Germany and Europe, speaking in front of investors, industries, and politicians. In September that year, Luisa and Fridays For Future organized the largest climate demonstration in the history of the country, bringing 1.4 million people to the streets. We didn’t only pressure our government to act; just a few months later Fridays For Future started an unprecedented campaign against the energy company Siemens, which resulted in the CEO of Siemens offering Luisa a seat on the board. Instead, Luisa kept organizing throughout the pandemic, all the way up the national

election in 2021, when voters across the democratic spectrum considered the climate a priority.

At the same time, Alex went on to connect activists for justice, peace, and sustainability with universities across the globe as part of Right Livelihood, the organization that first brought us together. He helped bring together undergraduate students in California with anti-oil activist Nnimmo Bassey from Nigeria, and master’s degree students from Mumbai in India with Boston-based nonviolent action experts like Jamila Raqib. He helped set up a lecture with lawyer and social justice activist Bryan Stevenson at a Swiss university and linked the Landless Workers Movement in Brazil with student activists in Thailand, to name just a few examples.

We wrote this book at a time when the climate crisis kept being set aside by politicians as something to deal with in the future, to address only after other, “more pressing” issues were dealt with. The climate justice movement we’re a part of has since been successful in raising awareness among the general public, among decision makers, and, at first glance, even within the industrial and financial sectors. But building awareness is not enough to avert the unfolding climate crisis. We need to build a power base, and we need to call out false climate solutions.

We saw the greenwashing attempted by multinational corporations like Nestlé, with their claims of aiming to become “net zero” in the coming decades.1 We saw oil-giants like Royal Dutch Shell pledging to offset emissions and investing hundreds of millions of dollars into so-called “nature-based solutions,” instead of changing their business model and radically reducing emissions.2 We saw billionaires getting richer and going into outer space while still claiming to care about this fragile planet and its inhabitants. Seeing this we are reminded to remain vigilant as the very same companies and people making billions off the destructive status quo now claim to be at the forefront of fixing the problem they played a large role in creating.

We were aware of our privileged position as two students from the urban white middle class, back then in our early and late twenties, living in one of the richest societies on this planet. We had our peers in mind as we explored and explained the dimensions of the climate crisis in this book: people who were not seeing the reality of the changing climate in their everyday lives, who didn’t seem to be threatened or intimidated by the scale of this threat.

That said, our book is meant for everyone, for all generations, from teenagers

to grandparents. Some of the language we use might be unfamiliar, for instance that we speak of a “we” a lot. By that, we mean to include anyone who feels that real change toward justice isn’t just nice, or necessary, but that it is possible.

Our calls to action were directed at decision makers and citizens around us in Germany and Europe, but we’re convinced that our arguments and our actions are as relevant for the public debate in the US, the UK, Australia, New Zealand, indeed everywhere in our global community.

When we became part of kick-starting the Fridays For Future youth climate movement in 2019, something like a pandemic was considered a matter of dystopian movies, and a full-scale war in Europe like the one we are witnessing now in 2022 seemed absurd. As the twenty-first century unfolds, crises everywhere increasingly escalate and interact, pushing planetary boundaries and societal resilience beyond their limits. And that is precisely what this book is all about. It is about the intersections and struggles of a world that seems to be falling apart. And what it takes to move away from the age of crises. In times when many people have heard about movements like Fridays For Future, Sunrise, or Black Lives Matter, it is easy to forget what it takes to get things moving. And it is just as easy to assume that someone else will get started, that someone else will take care of it, someone else will feel responsible. It is so inconvenient to realize that we all—the two of us and you, who are reading this right now—that we are all that someone. And out there, there is someone who is counting on us right now to get going. How to get going and what to do—that is what we talk about in this book.








TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

Sabine von Mering

Before 2018 I had attended many meetings in Massachusetts where I and other gray-haired climate activists deplored the absence of youth in our midst. The arrival of the Sunrise Movement in the United States, as well as Greta Thunberg and the Fridays For Future that she inspired in Europe and beyond, therefore marked a very welcome change that year. It provided a much-needed spark for the climate movement all around the globe. And as a German American climate activist and German Studies scholar I am heartened to see that Germany is home to the world’s largest Fridays For Future youth climate movement today.

In November 2019, I had the opportunity to chair a panel about “Fighting the Climate Crisis” at the German-American Conference at Harvard University that included Luisa Neubauer. I remember how forcefully she articulated the need for more stringent climate policy. As I read this book in the original German, I was struck by the global connections that are woven through the text. Indeed, Luisa and Alex are familiar not only with American literature on climate activism, but also with the much larger climate justice discourses from long before Fridays For Future arrived on the scene. Their book introduces many German and other international perspectives on what we must do about the climate crisis.

Having taught a course on “Human/Nature: European Perspectives on Climate Change” at Brandeis University for over a decade, I understand the need for more relevant European texts in English translation. The present volume begins to address this need.

I am honored and pleased to be able to help create a wider platform for the vision of these two inspiring and dedicated young voices and thereby help contribute to a transatlantic conversation about the climate emergency and what we must do.










INTRODUCTION

What to do when you are in the middle of a major crisis and nobody acts? How do you communicate a scientifically proven catastrophe in a time that declares itself to be post-factual? A time when 280 characters on Twitter dictate the rhythm of communication? A time when attention spans are shrinking, and an endless flow of information is rushing past you in the form of ever-faster thundering breaking news? How do you tell people about a crisis that is so dramatic that it should dominate the agenda like nothing else—but instead it is relativized, dismissed, or ignored by large segments of society and politics? How do you explain to political decision makers that they must take care of a problem that does not fit into any legislative period and is bigger than any constituency? How do you mobilize for a problem that many people don’t see as a problem?

You tell stories. Personal stories. And this is our story.

Stockholm, Summer 2017.

We were dipping cinnamon cookies into our coffee—“Fika”—that’s what coffee hour is called in Sweden. We were sitting in the yard behind a hundred-year-old house, the sun was shining twelve hours a day, the sky was bluer than in any travel guide. Somewhere someone was mowing the lawn, and the smell of freshly cut grass drifted over. That is where, away from the hustle and bustle of the city, the “Alternative Nobel Prize” (or the Right Livelihood Award, as it is officially called) has its offices. That the Thunberg family lives in the same city seems like a sign from today’s vantage point, but at that time hardly anyone outside her family and friends knew the girl named Greta.

That Swedish summer was quite something. While the two of us were doing research for the Foundation of the Alternative Nobel Prize, the world was watching spellbound as an American president became a real-life nightmare, producing daily headlines. The Rohingya crisis in Myanmar turned

hundreds of thousands of people into refugees overnight. People recalled the beginning of the global economic crisis ten years earlier while celebrating rapid economic growth at the same time. Meanwhile, many were suffering from the heat: This summer developed into one of the three hottest summers since record keeping began.

Sitting barefoot at that garden table, drinking coffee, we decided to finally make a start, asking the big questions, all summer long, every single day. We wanted to dare find answers, and not to be satisfied with a, “Well, it’s pretty complicated.”

How can it be that we produce enough food for over ten billion people worldwide,1 yet over 800 million people still go hungry?2

What will the world look like when an additional two to three billion people live here by the middle of the century? What future awaits the over eighty million refugees across the world?3 And the many millions who will in all likelihood be sharing their fate?

What is the explanation for the right-wing turn in Western countries that has brought nationalist parties into many parliaments and has normalized racist agitation again?

How can it be that more and more people end up burnt out, lonely, depressed to the point of hospitalization when “things have never been better”4 here in Germany and around the world?

Many of these questions are interrelated. The crisis of all crises, however—and thus the key to everything else—is the climate crisis: How is it possible that scientists are convinced that we have been moving toward the greatest catastrophe in human history for decades, but instead of slowing down and reversing course we are actually increasing the pace?

We know that waste separation, organic vegetables, and bamboo toothbrushes are not enough when it comes to finding answers to this, one of the existential questions of our time. What is to be done?

The Right Livelihood Foundation, based in Stockholm, was the perfect place to begin the search for action plans fit for our future. After all, this prize has been awarded for the past forty years to people and organizations from all over the world who have found practical solutions to the global problems of our time.

Among the winners are people like Frances Moore-Lappé from the US, an author and activist who campaigns against world hunger and for democracy;

Hermann Scheer from Germany, a politician who promoted solar energy worldwide as early as 1988; Vandana Shiva from India, who is engaged in ecofeminism and biodiversity; along with Yacouba Sawadogo from Burkina Faso and Tony Rinaudo from Australia, who transform deserts into forests.

We were overwhelmed by the sense of hope in the stories of these activists. At the same time the extent of the looming catastrophes rendered us speechless. We were angry that politicians are paying no attention to existing solutions, and are in fact instead actively ignoring or boycotting them. We wanted to write about that.

Back then we didn’t yet realize that this would become a book about the climate crisis, because it is far from the only crisis that causes us headaches when we look toward our future. The “multiple crisis” of our time, as sociologists Markus Wissen and Ulrich Brand are calling it, encompasses all areas of our lives. Think of the ecological crisis of species extinctions, soil degradation, and environmental destruction, or the consequences of the global economic crisis, which many countries are still feeling today. Impoverishment, societal polarization, and the dismantling of the social safety nets plunge us into a “crisis of social reproduction.”5 The preservation of the achievements of social welfare states, which were supposed to secure a “life in dignity” for all, is being called into question.6

The increasing global refugee movements have intensified these tendencies and are nevertheless a consequence of these crises. Added to this is the crisis of representative democracy and established parties, which (with the exception of the electoral success of the Greens) became apparent again in the 2019 European election. And, of course, there is racism, inequality, and the continuing crisis of gender relations, which manifests in all levels of society—in daily sexism against women and other genders, but also structurally in the job market, in politics, in the media, and in the private sphere.

We were not in agreement as to which of these fires needed to be put out most urgently.

ALEX For me the climate crisis had always been a topic for nature lovers and those who prefer to spend time in the forest rather than with other people. I didn’t have anything against them, but I felt that there were more important questions to tackle in a globalized world with all its inequalities,

power differentials, and exploitative relationships than how to rewet a bog, protect a rare beetle species, or what the consequences are of changing vegetation zones. When I thought of the climate I thought that the weather in Hamburg is different from the weather in Freiburg or Palma de Mallorca, and as someone from Hamburg I was happy to occasionally see the sun shine for a change.

I first learned about the climate crisis through Al Gore’s documentary film An Inconvenient Truth. I remember images of dried-up lakes, changing landscapes, and graphs that all rise sharply toward the end. I also remember the somewhat silly animation of a frog who doesn’t leave the water while it is slowly being heated toward a deadly temperature—though it would have jumped out right away had the water been that hot at the outset. The frog, Gore said, resembles us humans, who are not reacting to the deadly threat of the climate crisis, because it reveals itself only slowly, with a time lag. But as catchy as the image of the frog was, the examples of places at the other end of the globe, which were changing due to the climate, seemed far away, with no connection to my own life. It also seemed suspect to me that this man in a suit was flying around the world and riding in limousines to lectures about the climatic consequences of our lifestyle. Thus, global warming remained a problem of distant places for me, far away as well from questions of justice and the good life for all, far away from what was on my mind at the time.

LUISA For me it was different. I first learned of the greenhouse effect at age thirteen, in geography class in school. Our teacher had planned a double lesson on the topic, two times forty-five minutes. That was it. The following week we talked about volcanoes, then about the Wadden Sea, then North America. I found it irritating that such an important topic was squeezed into just one double lesson.

At the end of the term I was left with the vague feeling that “something isn’t right with our planet,” and the commitment to avoid using plastic bags at the supermarket every now and then. “For the environment,” people would say at the time. I began to read the taz [tageszeitung, a left-wing daily newspaper] over breakfast. The more I learned about the climate crisis, the stranger I found how it was dealt with. When I tried to become a vegetarian at age fourteen, my parents forbade it. They did not understand that this

decision was a consequence of my thinking about the climate crisis. To their ears, their pubescent daughter’s idea sounded above all like the first step on the path toward an eating disorder. As a compromise we had organic meat once a week, the other days I was allowed to eat vegetarian food.

One year later a friend and I started experiments on small solar panels in school. Looking back, that must have been unusual, as the energy transition was still in its infancy back then, and regenerative energies was a topic for geeks. That same year we were awarded a prize in a science competition for our rudimentary discoveries. At school I wrote essays about the environmental consequences of the Elbe River deepening, learned why solar toilets failed in Namibia, and kept writing about these things. After my graduation I started an internship with an environmental magazine. The mountain of questions kept growing—questions about the climate, about the ecological limits to growth, the future of the planet and humanity, here and in the Global South. One year later, I decided to study geography.

So, when I was sitting with Alex in that garden in Stockholm two years later, I was already looking back on many years of commitment to climate protection. Only I didn’t really know what difference it had made, if any. The more we dealt with the climate crisis, the clearer it became for both of us that it would have enormous consequences for humankind. No matter whether we were dealing with questions of humane living conditions, justice, the environment, or animal protection—everything converged in the climate crisis. No matter where we began to think about the ethical tasks of our time—sooner or later we always ended up with the existential danger caused by the rising concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere.

Back then, when the idea for this book was born, it was impossible to foresee that we young people would fill the streets worldwide as the Fridays For Future movement. I never planned to become a full-time climate activist or to use school and university strikes to demand political action. On the contrary: I had not really felt at home with environmental organizations and had never organized a demonstration. My first strike took me miles out of my comfort zone. I was afraid that nobody would show up. I did not know what to say to the people who ended up standing with me in front of the Bundestag (the federal parliament building in Berlin), freezing, or how to convince them to come back again. But we dared, and that is what this crisis demands of us: We have to step out of our comfort zone. And

contrary to all my expectations, that first Friday in front of the Bundestag was the beginning of something big. From that day forward, my entire life revolved around the climate crisis.

ALARMISM? HAMBURG 2050

We both grew up in Hamburg. When the wind was blowing in the right direction, we could hear the roar of the ships’ horns all the way home. The abundance of water promised us quality of life. On vacation, we boasted how Hamburg has more bridges than Amsterdam and Venice combined. The water was the essence of what made our hometown special, what we raved about when we talked about it away from home. When we reminisce about Hamburg summers today, we think of the Elbe beach, the waves, and of little sailboats with white sails.

Today, much of that has been pushed aside by concerns about proximity to water in times of climate crisis. Just a few years later, water has become a symbol of the dangers that threaten us and our children. Hamburg—like many other coastal cities—will be heavily impacted by global warming and rising sea levels. More and more frequent storm surges in the North Sea, and the growing risk of flooding from inland, will increasingly affect the city in the coming decades.7

All indications are that global greenhouse gas emissions will continue to rise. Depending on the calculations, the annual mean temperature is expected to rise between 2.8 and 4.7 degrees by the end of the century.8 While this may at first sound like good news in a city notorious for its rainy days, it will most likely mean a less pleasant life. Storms and heavy downpours will increase, as will periods of heat and drought. Children will burn their feet in schoolyards in the summer. Downtown, a combination of exhaust fumes and heat waves will have deadly consequences for the elderly and the sick. Ecosystems in the city, in parks, wild areas, and around the Elbe, will collapse. Water quality will deteriorate dramatically, while farmers with fields in and around Hamburg will be struggling for their livelihoods due to unending crop failures.9

All these are not distant future scenarios; we will experience much of it ourselves. The climatic changes will partly destroy the places of our childhood

memories, and will dominate our lives into our old age—to an extent never seen before.

For a long time, people spoke of Enkeltauglichkeit (in defense of future generations) in German climate policy. That no longer makes any sense: We already have to speak of Kindertauglichkeit (in defense of the next generation)—or even more short term, in defense of our own generation.

People often say that “we are the first to feel the climate crisis and the last who can still do something about it.” This statement, too, is out of date.

It is true that we the young people are the first generation whose lives will be significantly impacted by the climate crisis in the near future. But many people are already impacted now, most heavily in places like sub-Saharan Africa. Yet the climate crisis is becoming more and more visible in privileged places in the Global North too, like in Germany. Just two examples are farmers, whose fields remain dry in summer heat, and foresters, whose forests are dying or being eaten by pests.

The second part of that statement, that we are the last generation who can still make a difference, also fails to do justice to the seriousness of the situation. Because “we” doesn’t only mean the young generation, whose future is at stake due to the climate crisis. By “we” we mean the shapers of today’s society. In other words, those who are helping to decide today how we will live and do business in the future. In a democracy, where everyone can participate at least at the ballot box, this means that in addition to those who are in control in politics, economics, and finance, everyone else also has a say.

WHAT DOES THE SCIENCE SAY?

We have studied the scientific explanation for the climate crisis and spoken to scientists. We have learned two things in particular:

1. The climate crisis is not just a lifestyle crisis; it does not only impact the question of how life can continue for humans and animals on a significantly changed planet.10 The climate crisis is a question of survival on planet earth in the medium and long term. First for animals, later for human life on earth as we know it.11

2. If we are serious about the targets decided upon in the Paris Agreement,

if we do not want to allow that the earth’s climate is increasingly hostile to large parts of the world’s population, if we think climate protection through to the end, if we understand that climate protection is protection of humans and if we are willing to act accordingly—then all decision makers are called upon to get started immediately. We are not only the last ones who can still prevent the worst damage, we are also the ones who have to tackle this task of a century. No future society will ever be able to prevent so many dangers.

So much for the status quo.

LET’S STOP MAKING THE SAME MISTAKES OVER AND OVER AGAIN

We are not writing this book just to tell you how bad things are for the planet. NASA’s homepage shows that as well. We are writing this book because we are not willing to let go of the fact that thirty years—Alex’s entire lifetime—have been wasted when it comes to climate policy. We are writing because we do not want to become part of the next story about further wasted decades. Because we are not speaking about an abstract world when we speak about the year 2050, but about our own lives. We are writing this book as an appeal not only to the younger generation, but to everyone. Because we need everyone. Because it is our job to demand radical climate policies—and to enact them with all nonviolent means at our disposal.

WE ARE POSSIBILISTS

Do we look at the future with optimism? Yes and no. We take our cue from Jakob von Uexküll, the founder of the Alternative Nobel Prize. Von Uexküll’s credo was to be neither an optimist nor a pessimist, but a possibilist. What is that? “The possibilist,” says von Uexküll, “sees the possibilities, and it depends on each of us whether they will be realized.”12

It is with this same attitude that we are writing this book. During our summer in Stockholm we got to know many examples that show a just, peaceful, and sustainable world is possible. What drives us is not the belief that everything will be all right, but the conviction that the catastrophe is not inescapable and much good can still be done.


We know that there are solutions to the major social problems of our time. Their implementation is not easy, and perhaps not even probable—but it is possible, and as long as this possibility exists, it is worth fighting for. We must talk about it and encourage people to become part of these solutions.

Possibilism means rolling up our sleeves. While pessimists tend to quickly fall into a paralyzing and self-pitying fatalism, and while optimists make themselves comfortable in the expectation of a rosy future, we possibilists get active. As long as there is still even a tiny chance for a better tomorrow, we should do everything we can today to take advantage of it.

Being a possibilist is uncomfortable. Getting active is exhausting. Yes, there are solutions, but they depend on mobilizing a critical mass for their realization. We must not let ourselves be distracted; not by the gloomy picture that climate science paints of the future and which leaves little room for hope, but also not by the deceptive optimism of all those who subscribe to the belief that human inventive spirit, technological progress, and the supposed therapeutic powers of the market will save us. While they continued to preach that everything would be fine, global emissions rose to record heights, and the crisis kept worsening year after year.

That is what distinguishes us possibilists from optimists and also from pessimists. We know that another future is possible, but we also know that it will not be handed to us.

AN INVITATION

We are not speaking for a “generation,” whatever that may be. We are also not speaking for Fridays For Future. We are speaking for ourselves, we are telling stories from our own personal perspectives. We are inspired to do so by our experiences, by what we are learning from conversations, from our studies, on the street.

We hope that some of you will recognize yourselves in what we are writing about, and we expect that just as many will also be bothered by it. We are making an offer, and are extending an invitation to everyone to become part of the story that we will be writing from now on: It’s the story of the end of the climate crisis, of the attitude with which we will confront the crisis, and of the commitment it takes.







1 OUR FUTURE IS A DYSTOPIA

LUISA Berlin, in wet and cold February. Drizzle from morning to night. Low-hanging clouds dimmed the lights on the street as if they begrudged the 69th Berlinale Film Festival that was about to begin its glamor: large posters everywhere, television crews and onlookers in front of the cinemas. Every now and then, beautiful people stepped out of big cars and hurried toward the red carpet, wearing expensive clothes that were definitely not made for this weather.

I was sitting in a movie theater chair with armrests so wide that my forearms would have fit on them three times, a dozen friends at my side, our seats marked “reserved.”

Barely two months earlier we had begun to spend our Fridays in front of city halls, regional parliaments, and ministries; Fridays For Future had made headlines.

In those weeks, a so-called “coal commission” was in negotiations over when Germany should phase out coal-fired power generation. And because the commission, seemingly unimpressed by the weekly climate strikes, was about to ignore all climate targets, we called for a large strike in front of the Federal Ministry of Economics on the day of its last meeting. I had organized a permit for five hundred people, secretly hoping that we would be more than a thousand. Ten thousand came.

On the morning of the strike, the coal commission had made the seemingly conciliatory move of inviting some of us to their meeting. We were given four minutes to present our demands. We spoke of our fear of growing old on a wrecked planet, and of how—if Germany were to decide to continue to burn coal for much longer—other countries would follow our bad example. We reminded the commission of its global responsibility. It had to show the way to a fast and just exit from coal. We reminded them that our future was in their hands.


After we left the room, the coal commission proposed to use coal for another nineteen years. Which meant that this dirtiest form of energy production was to continue until 2038. That same evening, the Tagesthemen (public TV evening news program) reported about thousands of children skipping school. The minister of culture commented that this must not turn into an ongoing phenomenon.1

Back to the Berlinale. We had been invited there only a few days after our big strike. Apparently, though we hadn’t been able to move the decision makers in our country’s energy politics, a group of Australian filmmakers, which was interested in the good life of the future, had taken notice. The Berlinale was to show the premiere of their film 2040. We gratefully accepted their invitation, since it promised a pleasant distraction in the increasingly hectic daily life of the movement.

The film 2040 shows what the world could look like in 2040 if today’s ideas about justice, happiness, and climate protection were to be realized. For the premiere, the filmmakers had made an unusual decision: They handed two hundred free tickets to those—young people, like myself—who would still have half their lives ahead of them in 2040.

The film takes feasible technological, ecological, and economic innovations, scales them up, and describes their best possible deployment. The result is a colorful picture of a future full of opportunities. A picture of what Germany and the world could look like if we spent the next twenty years building a sustainable future based on renewable, decentralized, and cooperative energy production—rather than on coal power for nineteen of these twenty years.

When the lights come back on, the director and I are asked to the front for a conversation. Cameras are clicking, flowers are being handed out. We must look pretty small in front of the large red curtain, at least I feel that way.

The audience is asked, too, what they think of the film, and whether they are now looking with more optimism to the future.

A small boy gets up from his seat. He says he is in seventh grade. Math, he says, is his favorite subject. One day he would like to become a shipbuilder. He clutches the microphone with both hands, directs his gaze at the director and says with a clear voice: “You know, that looks nice. But it’s a fantasy. I believe it will all simply get worse and worse. I am scared.”


With my eyes narrowed I look around the movie theater. Nothing moves. What you can see is young people in far-too-broad seats nodding in agreement.

I’m next up at the mic, but I don’t quite know what to say. I look into the large eyes of two hundred schoolchildren and would like to spread hope, but it’s not that simple. On the contrary, I know that they may be right.

Today, it is 100 seconds to twelve on the Doomsday Clock. Since 1947, the scientists of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists in the United States have been using this model clock to illustrate their assessment of the danger of a human-made apocalypse. The closest to twelve until now was in 1953, when the Soviet Union had just carried out successful tests with thermonuclear explosive devices and thus put itself in a position, like the United States, to be able to wipe out the existence of entire nations at the push of a button.

In other words, scientists consider the danger of human-made apocalypse just as great today as it was when the superpowers of the Cold War were first able to annihilate mankind from one moment to the next.
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