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(Un)Learning to Live Together in the Climate-Changed
World: Young People’s Lived Planetary Citizenship

Abstract: The paper frames lived planetary citizenship as a social position
and agency that can be developed through (un)learning in formal and
informal educational spaces. As part of the special issue on planetary
youth research and young people’s eco-emotions, we join in the global
ethic approach with emphasis on political agency and a decolonising
approach of unlearning. We adopt a pluralist approach to citizenship,
starting from a relative critique of anthropocentrism that points to non-
state-based belonging and agency, linked to justice-oriented
theorisation of post-cosmopolitan ecological citizenship and the
mediated immediacy of human existence. We conceptualise lived
planetary citizenship from a four-fold perspective, including spatiality
and intersubjectivity as key dimensions, and stressing the performed and
affective nature of citizenship as experienced and enacted in everyday
life. The approach underlines the need for recognition and
encouragement of citizenship that does not follow conventional forms of
politics, including institutional participation and organised activism.

Keywords: planetary citizenship, lived citizenship, mediated immediacy,
unlearning, decolonising climate change education, relative critique of
anthropocentrism

Introduction

Children’s rights, like all human rights, are indivisible,
interdependent and interrelated. Some rights are particularly
threatened by environmental degradation. Other rights play an
instrumental role in safeguarding children’s rights in relation to
the environment. The right to education, for example, is a right that
has both dimensions. (CRC General Comment 26)

The planet’s environmental crisis includes numerous problems in the
natural world, from catastrophic global warming to rising sea levels to
global mass extinction. The physical symptoms of the ecological crisis
have underlying social causes: it is a natural science problem with social
science roots. The hegemonic “ecocidal logics that now govern our world
[...] are the result of a series of decisions that have their origins and
reverberations in colonization” (Davis and Todd 2017, p.763). At a time
when humanity is facing existential crisis, this article introduces the
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concept of lived planetary citizenship, which we define as an experiential
site of struggle in which young people make sense of the world and
perceive the potential for action, transnational solidarities and justice.

The conceptual development is based on the authors’ extensive
participatory research with young people. Using rigorous, creative
methods, we demonstrate the efficacy of youth-centred research to
develop innovative theorisation and present new empirical findings that
contribute to ongoing work —in academia and beyond it — to mobilise the
planetary as a concept (Spivak 2003) and support young people’s
everyday action for planetary justice. We connect critiques of
anthropocentrism (da Silva 2011; Honnacker 2020; Ernste 2023) with the
framework of lived citizenship (Kallio et al. 2020), to explore the
potential of critical and constructive youthful agency for changing the
status quo (cf., Rousell and Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles 2020; Trott et al.
2023; White et al. 2023; Mayes 2024). As part of the special issue on
planetary youth research, we seek to contribute to the global ethic
approach with emphasis on young people’s agency and a decolonising
approach, identifying one question raised by the editors’ as particularly
relevant to our inquiry: How to talk about a hostile future with young
people and how to live with a worsening situation on a daily basis?

We never achieved a postcolonial world (Figueroa Helland and Lindgren
2016). World historical processes — particularly the conquest,
colonisation, genocide and enslavement of people across the world by
European powers — established a modern international order based on
coloniality, which is sustained and shaped by “a complex web of economic,
racial, cultural, gendered, epistemic and anthropocentric hierarchies”
(Frame and Mantz 2025, p.7, also Quijano 2000; Sultana 2022). For
example, the European model of the nation state was made the ‘universal
principle’ during European expansion (Dittgen 1999). Yet it is increasingly
challenged by global crises that do not stop at the border, and by concepts
of empathetic global citizenship that transcend the border (Villalobos et al.
2022).

Learning to live together in the climate-changed world means finding
ways to understand, critique and dismantle the modern international
colonial order, which is as much about unlearning as it is about learning
(Zembylas 2024). O’Brien et al. (2018, p.1) argue that good citizenship for
young people must include the ability to “dissent from prevailing norms,
lifestyles, decisions and action that perpetuate business as usual and its
far-reaching, long-lasting and in some cases irreversible global impacts”.
Dissent, indeed, is a vital facet of powerful citizenship, a “call for systems
change in our time of intersecting crises” (Bowman 2024, p.33).

It is hence necessary that youth are supported in what Western
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education and sustainability theories call the double loop of unlearning
(van Oers et al. 2023; Silova et al. 2025). Such (un)learning must be truly
dialogical, at the level of the whole society, to allow people equal access
to justice-based ways of living (Kallio and Thomas 2019; Laine 2023). Stein
and colleagues (Stein et al. 2023, p.993) approach this pedagogical
challenge through the concept of “education otherwise”, bringing
together intergenerational and decolonizing perspectives of (un)learning,
which we find fitting to planetary citizenship education:

Instead of encouraging investments in an idealized future, education
otherwise encourages us to situate hope in the quality and integrity
of an ongoing practice of expanding our capacity to face and process
difficult intellectual, affective, and relational challenges in the
imperfect present. It also asks us to take into account the past and
how it has shaped the social and ecological injustices that have
accumulated and become sedimented within the present.

The paper divides into four parts. We first introduced a pluralist conception
of lived planetary citizenship, after which we offer methodological
reflections from our studies. Then, the analysis of lived planetary
citizenship is presented under four themes (spatial, affective,
intersubjective, perfomative). We close the article with concluding
thoughts.

The Mediated Immediacy of Leading a Life as a Planetary Citizen

Our approach to planetary citizenship begins from Apel’'s (1991)
formulation of planetary macroethics — “coresponsibility of the
humanity and to the humanity” — as interpreted by da Silva (2011, p.43)
in his exploration of “global civitas” in the “global polis”. He follows an
Arendtian conception of “polis” further conceptualised in (Kallio and Hakli
2017, pp.96-97) as:

Relational space that bundles together people, issues, events,
ideologies, places and objects, here and there, now, before and in the
future. It is a constitutive context for people’s view of themselves
and (significant) others, influencing their understandings, awareness,
and attentiveness and thus shaping them as political subjects. Polis
is neither randomly constituted nor does it follow a singular spatial
logic, such as territoriality, network, or ‘flatness’. Its constituents are
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brought together by matters that gain importance in polis — issues
that politicize and are politicized in a given geosocial realm — making
it a dynamic space with a constantly changing shape and composition.
Yet it is not a fluid reality where nothing holds its place.

In such relational political space, da Silva (2011, p.51) argues that
planetary citizenship “is no longer solely anthropocentric, that is,
humankind are no longer the center nor the only measure of all things;
they have to be viewed as equally important to the idea of an earth cosmos
as a penguin or any other species.” While this thesis may seem consistent
with posthumanist proposals it differs fundamentally from them as a
relative critique of anthropocentrism. The aim is not to move the human
as experiencer aside from the centre of their phenomenal world, or to
distribute agency and responsibility across the planet. Quite the contrary,
da Silva’s (2011, p.42) argument begins from the definition of the human
and humanity, which he presents as a paradox of two self-constructive
beings: “Human beings are naturally begotten; what in fact makes them
human is another generating procedure: the interactive life in the social
space. Humanity, on the other hand, is gradually processed as universal
rights and obligations are consolidated.”

Da Silva’s critique builds from a different direction than so called
affirmative and vitalist approaches that emphasise, for example, the
“happeningness” of life and human beings as “a species like any other”
(Heikkinen et al. 2024, p.1150), or that seek “planetary inclusion” by
making “the boundary between humans and the rest of nature disappear”
(Salonen et al. 2024). His thesis is primarily for a social world, which
includes moral elements of rights and obligations, yet recognizing humans
concurrently as part of nature while distanced from it. This proposal is
akin to Plessner’s (2019) conception of human environmental relations,
which offers novel aspects to planetary citizenship.!

Being a zoologist by training, Plessner presents a thorough examination
of the human as part of nature yet never positioned directly in relation to
nature. Like da Silva, he differs from posthumanist proposals that place
humans heterogeneously into the natural world. In Plessnerian
philosophical anthropology the concrete reality is a starting point for
understanding “the unfinished and open-ended, non-essentialist,
emergent character of the human being, continuously seeking a better

! Plessner’s original work Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch. Einleitung in die philosophische
Anthropologi was published in 1928. This timeframe needs to be considered when reading the direct
quotes, especially regarding gender. Also, Berger and Luckmann, who wrote in the 1960’s, use similar
expressions that were still dominating at the time, even in critical sociology.
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positionality and open to including the non-human and the other” (Ernste
2023, p.575). His thought was influential in the establishment of social
constructionism in the late 1960’s. In their classic book The Social
Construction of Reality, Berger and Luckmann (1966, p.221-222, emphasis
in original) present the Plessnerian conception of human existence in the
context of socialisation, which is illuminative regarding citizenship
formation:

Put crudely, man’s animality is transformed in socialization, but it is
not abolished. [...] It is possible to speak of a dialectic between nature
and society. [...] Externally, it is a dialectic between the individual and
the social world. Internally, it is a dialectic between the individual’s
biological substratum and his socially produced identity. [...] The
dialectic manifests itself in the mutual limitation of organism and
society.

Plessner (2019, pp. 298-316) frames this double dialectic through the
anthropological law of mediated immediacy. It explains how humans
are present, in every situation, directly yet indirectly. We offer a simple
example for grasping the idea. Imagine that you are walking in the city with
a friend. You place your feet on the ground, one after the other, with
absolute certainty that you can do so: the environment is there for you as
an objective reality. At the same time, you can have a debate with your
friend about something you heard on the news that you interpreted
differently. Simultaneously, you can make observations about the beauty
of the architecture in the neighbourhood, the pleasantness of the weather
that seems to be getting cloudy, and the fashionability of your friend’s
clothes. Both the news events happening elsewhere and the things that
catch your attention in the here-and-now are something you reflect upon,
explicitly or implicitly. They exist in a social reality that is always subject
to change and thus open to contemplation, even questioning.

The law of mediated immediacy determines that human beings exist
simultaneously in these two inseparable realities: in immediacy as
biological organisms, and as reflective beings in the “with-world” through
a variety of mediations (see Dobeson 2018 for a through discussion). In
social reality, people constantly attend to many different elements,
including themselves. Objective reality, in contrast, only attracts our
attention when it fails us. To return to the example, when what appeared
to be a crosswalk turns out to be a white-painted curb, causing you to lose
your footing, your full attention is drawn to that immediate event. Your
participation in the conversation stops, and the neighbourhood, the
weather and your friend’s clothes cease to exist. For a fleeting moment you
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are in a state of confusion as your basic trust in the self-evident reality is
undermined — where there was supposed to be solid ground, there’s a
rock you stumble upon out of the blue. But even then, Plessner reminds,
you are aware of yourself, in that very context: “The situation of the
human is that of being immanent in consciousness [...] the subject itself
standing behind (over) itself constitutes the mediation between itself and
the object, so that it may know of the object.” (Plessner 2019, pp.304-305,
emphasis in original). Hence, even in the exceptional moment when our
animality is revealed to us — suddenly depriving us of our capacity to relate
to social reality — our existence is already mediated by ourselves.

Why is this densely philosophical conception of the embodied human
existence relevant to our approach of young people’s lived planetary
citizenship? First, because the aim of the concept is to redefine the
spatiality of normative political agency — not to rescale (as from national to
global) but to re-spatialise the planet as an intertwined “earth cosmos”
and “social space”.

Exploring the dynamism through which environmental relations are
formed is necessary for exploring the where of planetary citizenship. The
second motivation is that this move requires an understanding of how
people can relate with the planet, as part of nature (along with other
species) yet distanced from it (which gives rise to humanity through
morality). Both relations are needed in the formation of a global civitas in
a global polis grounded in planetary macroethics of coresponsibility (da
Silva 2011).

These aims align with Dobson’s (2005) classic conception of justice-
oriented post-cosmopolitan ecological citizenship, which has greatly
influenced the development of planetary citizenship theory. We propose
combining da Silva’s and Plessner’s perspectives to further this work. For
instance, Laine’s (2003) planetary youth research framework could benefit
from considering on what agential basis can humans interact with “more-
than-human nature”, to cope with disharmony and to achieve better
harmony. Secondly, the posthumanism inspired critique of
anthropocentrism could perhaps give more thought on how humans with
“a moral responsibility to care for biodiversity, the continuation of
lineages, and for Earth’s geophysical systems” are positioned in relation to
the world (Heikkinen et al. 2024, p.1155). Where does this moral
responsibility originate if humans are “species like any other”, (ibid.,
p.1150), inseparable from the rest of nature? Similarly, the relational
critique of anthropocentrism raises the question of how the “sphere of
care beyond one’s immediate surroundings” is defined when “the
boundary between humans and the rest of nature disappears” (Salonen et
al. 2024, p.2, 4)? By whom and how are the “sphere” and the
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“surroundings” defined in unbound, heterogeneous planetary space?
Finally, the “multispecies sustainability” approach (Castellazzi et al. 2024,
p.13) has led us to question whose world view is emphasised when
anthropomorphism is used to support the interconnectedness between
humans and other living beings.

We suggest that the Plessnerian conception of mediated immediacy
offers a piece of advice to consider these questions. In his approach, the
two dimensions of planetary relatedness are never imagined as
distinguishable from each other, in the concrete world. While the human
is one among other animal species — completely dependent on life on
Earth that penetrates our embodied existence through air, water and
nutrition for example — our “imprisonment in [our] own consciousness”
(Plessner 2019, p. 309) means that humans can never be completely
absorbed in their environments but are always already aware of the
social existence of this reality. This opens the possibility to becoming
conscious of our mediated nature, “which at the same time forms the basis
for critical self-reflection about oneself and the world” (Dobeson 2018,
p.45). From another perspective this means that our “instinctual
organization may be described as underdeveloped compared with that of
the other higher mammals” (Berger and Luckmann 1966, p.66). That is,
people have no access to direct planetary relationships as little as they
can detach from their animality into complete mediatedness.

In her relative critique of anthropocentrism, Honnacker (2020, p.8)
argues for abandoning the imperative emphasised by vitalists “according
to which ‘everything has the equal right to subsist’ (Vincent, 2003: 189) and
‘all natural beings and entities are intertwined, and need to be taken
equally into account’ (Aaltola, 2010: p.161)". A simple example reveals
why it is impossible to comply with these principles: What should be done
about invasive or alien species when encountered in nature? Do they have
the equal right to subsist, to be taken equally into account with native
species? Most nature advocates would say “no” as these species are part
of the nature loss problematic. We hence agree with Honnacker’s
pragmatic pluralism in our conceptualisation of lived planetary citizenship.
As moral beings, humans cannot but value their experiential world, and
they cannot speak for other species based on their own mediated
environmental relations. Accepting these limitations of human agency
means two things: first, taking responsibility for the value-laden actions
that, among other things, create hierarchies in nature and elsewhere; and
second, acknowledging that taking the perspective of non-human entities
requires understanding how they form environmental relations. It is this
kind of planetary citizenship that we study and encourage in our
participatory research with young people.
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Methodological Reflections: (Un)Learning Climate-Changed Geographies for
Lived Planetary Citizenship

Within the introduced conceptual framework, we now turn to discussing
lived planetary citizenship through our research with young people whose
mediated yet immediate ways of relating with the planet we have
explored and encouraged in various participatory research projects over
the past fifteen years. We recognise our positionality as white scholars
working in European countries as part of the Anglophonic scholarly
community, which affects our interpretations, the context in which the
research is conducted, and the applicability of the results. Our current
collaborative work develops empathic educational approaches for
justice-oriented planetary citizenship (cf. Laine 2023; Heikkinen et al.
2024; Salonen et al. 2024; Walker et al. 2025; Nishiyama 2025).
Specifically, we are interested in how playful forms of formal and
informal (un)learning enable young people to encounter the confusing
and uncomfortable realities of the modern international order, in a
decolonizing pedagogical sprit (Brown 2019; Castellazzi et al. 2024; Chiew
et al. 2024). We thus share a methodological commitment to playful (un)
learning environments.

“Play space”, as defined by Martha Nussbaum (2012), is a fertile
pedagogical environment for challenging topics where people’s existing
experiences, thoughts, emotions and knowledge can be gradually brought
to the fore, and new ways of knowing, feeling and relating can be safely
explored (Kallio et al. 2025a, 2025b). While celebrating play, we have set
out to learn from young people themselves that humour, fun and joy are
important parts of changing the world (Chiew et al. 2024), and vital to
“the work we do to reclaim our whole, happy, and satisfiable selves from
the impacts, delusions, and limitations of oppression and/or supremacy”
(Brown 2019, p.13). This aligns with Pihkala’s (2020) approach emphasised
in this special issue, on social practices that support action, emotional
engagement, and distancing.

The fieldwork we draw from was carried out in Finland and England, UK,
establishing an international selection of case studies. The lead author
has worked with young people in both countries. Their education systems
differ from each other in many ways (see Table 1 for overview, at the end
of the document).? Yet, many similarities exist regarding education on
environmental issues, including on education on sustainability, climate

2 Education in the UK is almost completely devolved to the authorities of each of the different countries,
which have separate education systems and government structures. Since the fieldwork for this article
took place in England, we focus on the English education system, although many of the descriptors are
applicable across the UK.
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change, and nature/biodiversity. The main focus is on sustainable
development, which often carries with it the idea of capitalist economic
growth. The sustainability dimensions (ecological, social, economic,
cultural) are not always treated hierarchically, which obscures their
interconnectedness. Although climate change and nature education are
included in the curricula, they are primarily science based and taught
mainly at the secondary and upper secondary levels. The connection
between environmental education and civics is weak, and action-oriented
environmental citizenship education is lacking. That said, these areas of
education are being developed in both countries, and we trust that they
will gradually gain more weight in the curricula with a broader scope.

In Finland, the national core curriculum for basic education was
reformed in 2014. Teachers and researchers consider it outdated,
especially with regard to climate change and nature education, which fall
mostly under transversal competencies related to sustainable
development. The Ministry of Education and Culture is currently working
on the structural development of the school, in the project Futures work in
comprehensive schools, which will lead to the a reform of the core
curriculum in the coming years. The current curriculum incorporates the
principle of ‘eco-social wisdom’ (Bildung approach) into environmental
education, but this remains an abstract concept.

In primary school, the STEM-focused environmental studies subject
covers the themes of ‘responsibility towards the environment’ and
‘understanding and mitigating the effects of climate change’, lacking
specification. Regarding agency, the focus is strongly on individual agency,
personal choice, and small everyday actions. This leaves it to the discretion
of municipalities, schools, and teachers to define learning content, largely
drawing from existing teaching materials. Similarly, environmental
education in lower and upper secondary school is mostly connected with
STEM subjects (biology, geography, physics, and chemistry), with some
mentions in social studies, history, home economics, religion, and
worldview education. Environmental education is loosely connected with
civics or citizenship education, and collective responsibility is not
emphasised. Curricula encourage cross-cutting projects between all school
subjects in climate change education yet again with little specification
regarding implementation. Several development programs and teaching
materials have been introduced to help municipalities, schools, and
teachers find ways to implement this principle.

In England, the Department for Education’s sustainability and climate
change strategy outlines a systemic approach to climate change
education. This approach covers teaching, skills, and school infrastructure.
It includes strategies such as appointing sustainability leads to school
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governance and providing school climate action plans. The National
Curriculum includes educational content in the compulsory Science and
Geography subjects. For example, in Key Stages 3 and 4, students learn
about the potential effects of and ways to mitigate human-generated
greenhouse gases in science and how human and physical processes
interact to influence the climate in geography. Although the Department
of Education is pushing to embed climate change and sustainability across
a wider range of subjects, core content on climate change remains in STEM
subjects. Progress has been made in meaningfully including climate
change in the national curriculum, and education authorities tend to
commit to climate change action in some form. However, advocacy
groups, often involving young people, are pushing for stronger, better, and
more complex educational structures on climate change that move
beyond the natural science of carbon emissions and toward more
interconnected and interdisciplinary thinking.

To illustrate the status of these developments, it is useful to examine
how climate activists are pushing for change. The climate action advocacy
group Teach The Future, in their systematic review of the national
curriculum, described this content to provide “a fair coverage of the
required knowledge and skills” associated with climate change as a
subject, but “tends to be written a way that is remote from the natural
world and fails to see social, economic and environmental concerns as
intimately inter-related” (Teach the Future 2025, p.5). Working in
collaboration with students, experts and academics, the group rewrote
the national curriculum as an act of constructive criticism. In Geography,
for example, they identify that “the labels ‘physical’ and ‘human’
geography... reinforce an artificial separation between human activity and
the natural world” (ibid.) and removed them to emphasize their
interrelatedness. The report includes the reflections of young learners
themselves on the need to address climate change in such ways in the
curriculum. This illustration helps identify where the national curriculum
is today and where it is going. Progress has been made in meaningfully
including climate change, and education authorities tend to commit to
climate change action in some form.

In the following analysis, original empirical insight comes from our
ongoing collaborative research project The civic potential of climate
mobility (HUMANE-CLIMATE) based in Finland. It explores the potential
of arts-based methods in creating empathic understanding of climate
change, in particular the nexus between (im)mobilities and negative
climate change impacts (Kallio et al. 2025b, 2025c). Through arts-based
methods we have produced rigorous findings that bring in young voices,
experiences and knowledge, and thus support significant insights into
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young people’s conceptual thinking. These findings are accompanied by
reflections from long-term participatory action research (PAR) with young
people in the UK, in informal educational spaces. The studies include
participants from different age groups, while in this paper the focus is on
young people between 13 to 26 years of age.?

We draw on this research to develop the concept of lived planetary
citizenship from a four-fold perspective, including spatiality and
intersubjectivity as key dimensions, and its performed and affective nature
(Kallio et al. 2020). The concept departs from the idea of citizenship as
merely a state-based formal status connected with certain rights and
responsibilities, and instead, focuses on how people experience and lead
theirtives-as “global civitas” vis-avis da Silva (2011). The shift from public
sites, institutions and formal practices towards private and mundane living
environments, and to informal ways of performing and relating politically,
is insightful for the analysis of youthful citizenship — a context where this
theorisation has its roots. We use this framework to explore young
people’s planetary citizenship as an experiential site of struggle, and to
shed light on the decolonising processes of (un) learning where new
ways of relating with the planet can be found (cf. Trott et al. 2023; White
et al. 2023; Mayes 2024).

Spatialities of Lived Planetary Citizenship

Lived planetary citizenship emerges from a post-national — or
postcosmopolitan (Dobson 2005) — world; from spatially “expansive
understandings of citizenship characterised by flexible and multiple
notions of identity and connectedness beyond the nation-state” (Kallio
et al. 2020, p. 714). We have reached towards such reality by engaging
with the topic of climate mobility with students in a Finnish secondary
school (history and Finnish classes) and high school (geography class).
Some of the arts-based learning exercises were insightful regarding
the spatial grounds of their citizenship.

In a previous phase of the study, we co-created a music video with
primary school students, as a pedagogical material on climate mobilities
(available at: https://youtu.be/RUV2-UB1PJ8). In the secondary school, we
worked with the students to plan on social media teasers for the material
(Finnish audio with English subtitles available at:
https://youtu.be/5tRKPWLHdNQ, Greek audio with English subtitles

3 In HUMANE-CLIMATE, we have also worked in the primary school context, with tenyear-old children
in Finland and in Greece. First results from this part of the study can be found in Kallio et al. (2025b,
methodological approach) and Kallio et al. (2025¢, curriculum and textbook analysis).
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available at: https://youtu.be/6PJKbQ1Ca80). The students came up with
interesting representations, most of which include the human impact on
climate change (e.g. greed, polluting factories, industrialisation). Human
suffering appears in many ways, often depicted through scenarios such
as evacuation from urban flooding caused by ice sheet melting, exposure
to hazardous waste or pollution, war, or characters expressing distress —
“Oh no!” — when confronted with information about the causes and
impacts of climate change (Figure 1). Yet out of the six working groups only
one focused on human mobilities in their teaser, which reveals the
students’ expectations of what climate change education entails: it is not
associated with migration or forced displacement.
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Figure 1: Two teaser plans on a music video on climate mobilities.
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Thematically, the plans focus mostly on traditional geographical themes. A
positively surprising finding is that they do not include elements of
territoriality, such as national borders, symbols, or ‘us vs. them’
representations. Only one of the plans makes a reference on war, which
represents state-based geopolitics. We read this as a successful outcome
of the co-created pedagogical material that seeks to avoid territorial
imagery and instead emphasises a relational climate-changed world (cf.
Cox 2024). The exercise shows that dominating world views can be
gradually (un)learned if opportunities to form environmental relations
through other spatial frameworks are offered (cf. Saddington and
McConnell 2025; Silova et al. 2025). This is encouraging regarding the
necessary shift towards planetary macroethics of coresponsibility (da Silva
2011).

Human influence on climate change was taken up more in another
exercise where we worked on fictional children’s stories (created by the
research team, main responsibility Nefeli Bami), and a comic-style
learning material (cocreated with children’s author Laura Ertimo and
comic artist Mari Ahokoivu, based on their previously published non-
fiction books for children). The stories introduce children’s climate
change-impacted lives around the world, including climate mobility. The
comic material focuses on the social history of climate change, with story
paths exploring colonialism, industrialisation, and climate mobility (Figure
2).
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Figure 2: Piece of our pedagogical comic art material.

In the secondary school, we asked the students to engage with the comic
in the spirit of co-creative research, by filling in speech and thought
bubbles based on the fictional children’s stories. One group created a
drawing while others used text. Notable, again, was that some of the
ideas did not include references to climate change or migration at all,
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which is another indication of the students misunderstanding of the
pedagogical issue. Their difficulty of connecting climate change with
forced mobilities is understandable considering the strong STEM focus
(science, technology, engineering, mathematics) in climate change
education throughout the Finnish school (Kallio et al. 2025c). It seems that
to them, the two phenomena happen in different worlds: in da Silva’s
(2011) words, climate change in the “earth cosmos” and people’s lives in
“social space”. This underlines an urgent need for planetary climate
change education that emphasises spatial and temporal dynamics, and
the connections and disruptions characteristic to climate-changed
geographies.

In the high school class, we sketched study book pages aimed at primary
school students, drawing from the fictional children’s stories (Figure 3).
This took place on a geography course that covered climate change from
both natural and social scientific perspectives, including human influence
and impacts such as migration. While some spatial perspectives appeared
in the students’ representations, few connections to human causes were
made. References to places, countries, and landscapes were overall
limited, including lacking regional differences unless explicitly mentioned
in the original narratives. This gave us the impression that climate change
appears to the students as a phenomenon to be understood generally, not
through contextual variability characteristic to climate-changed
geographies (cf. Cox 2024).

Again, this can be explained by the emphasis of Finnish geography
education; as a study subject, it is joint with biology (and not history for
instance) and the teachers are often biologists by training (Kallio et al.
2023). Hence the students are not accustomed to approach geographical
phenomena from subjective or social perspectives, as experienced by
people in different places. This hinders their ability to develop empathic
understanding about climate-changed geographies and thus to (un)learn
climate colonialities that inform their environmental relations (cf. Sultana
2022; Zembylas 2024).
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Figure 3: Two ideas for schoolbook pages for primary school climate mobilities
education.
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Being and Feeling a Planetary Citizen

As status, citizenship has little to do with emotions. In contrast, as a
lived experience, citizenship can be very emotional, including a whole
range of feelings from pride and joy to anger and humiliation (Banaji
2008; Brown 2019; Pihkala 2020; Castellazzi et al. 2024; Chiew et al.
2024). Often the affective dimension connects with issues of (not)
belonging — of being (mis) recognised and (under)valued as a person
(Sobhy and Abdalla 2024). The shift from formal education, like curricula
and school classrooms, to a broader idea of learning grounded by
unlearning, is hence not only conceptual. It is also a purposive shift that
many young environmentalists have reflected on, written about, and
called for in our era of youth-led action on climate change (Neas et al.
2024). Margolin (2020, p.xiii) writes: “From the minute we are tossed into
preschool we are told [...] if you follow the rules, there is a safe and clear
path ahead of you.” Brianna Fruean, in Healy’s (2020, p.179) study,
offers an alternative to such (un)learning: “Real education sometimes
happens outside of the classroom. | think the school climate strikes have
really proven that.”

Eco-anxiety and ecological emotions are increasingly common among
young people (Hickman et al. 2021). When working with them, on issues
related to climate change, we have located emotional work at the centre
of (un)learning. It requires that the researchers and the participants
open themself up to otherness and can bear with the feelings of
unsettlement that enable the exploration of new kinds of relations with
others (Kallio et al. 2025a, 2025b). As climate change typically raises
negative emotions, or powerladen feelings such as pity, we have sought
pedagogical tools to, first, work with these challenging emotions, and
second, to form affective relations that invite other emotional registers.
Such emotional work can be implemented through arts-methods (as in the
previous section), discussions related to artsmaterials (narratives,
representations), co-creative activities (e.g., setting up an art exhibition),
and pro-environmental activities (e.g., performative acts, see final
analytical section). In the HUMANE-CLIMATE project, we relied on
empathic pedagogies to encourage our participants to form
decolonising understanding on the topic (Kallio et al. 2025b). A similar
approach has informed our PAR work with young people in informal
learning environments in England (Bowman 2023; Hayes et al. 2023).

Emotions are dismissed from civic behaviour partly due to the colonial
scientific lens. Norgaard and Reed (2017) explore, in their work with Karuk
Tribal Members in the context of environmental damage to the Klamath
River, the function of grief, distress and spiritual experience in
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understanding and resisting oppressive power structures. Western
research often distinguishes such emotions from public matters like civic
participation, as personal or private functions. Yet emotions “constitute
the bodily manifestation of the importance than an event in the natural
or social world has for a subject” (Bericat 2015, p.491). While linked to
the self, they are relational, complex, and often paradoxical (cf. the
dimension of intersubjectivity in the next section). The emotional
dimensions of citizenship are, therefore, more difficult to observe,
evaluate and measure than, say, electoral participation or the membership
of civil society organisations (Zembylas 2024).

In the research project Young Climate Imaginaries, in the UK, young

coresearcher Pooja Kishinani described her emotional dimensions of
citizenship as a collaborative journey they take by listening and learning
from each other’s stories (Bowman et al. 2023, 2024). The research team
had met on the day following the full Russian invasion of Ukraine. Much
of the discussion about climate change was framed by emotions of grief,
confusion and injustice at the images of war they were seeing in the news
and on social media. In the “unruly, rich and messy” practices of co-
research (Facer and Enright 2016, p.31), the situation provided a place
for the young co-researchers to identify, address and critique the
structural inequalities, histories of colonialism, and challenges to climate
justice. This is an example of how lived planetary citizenship can be
learned affectively, in a decolonising sprit, in the mediated immediacy of
embodied human existence (Plessner 2019).
In the Finnish schools, affective dimensions were present in several ways.
The students expressed emotions related to the tasks, especially in
the secondary school where both interest and indifference were
performed. We read this as a good sign as it shows that the students felt
they had the right to engage with our research-based learning exercises
in ways comfortable for them as citizens here-and-now. Traces of
emotional responses to the climate situation could be found in their
artwork and heard in verbal voicings. The expressions were not easy to
interpret, because of the use of humour for example, which is typical in
participatory research with young people. We consider them an
expressive dimension of lived citizenship: the students did not shy away
from being themselves with us. Perhaps most interestingly for our
empirical analysis, the characters in their artwork express emotions.
These may imitate the original narrative or be self-generated. The below
piece of work is one example of a strongly affective engagement (Figure 4).
It carries a serious message performed in a comic art style that we offered
as a potential way to engage empathically with challenging issues, from the
perspective of those who experience it.
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Figure 4: Empathic artwork by high school student.

The artwork in Figure 4 is highly dramatic, depicting a character lying dead
on the floor, bleeding, and other characters holding guns under the
phrase “Killers of fun”. The student personally handed the drawing to the
researcher, stating that it was important to include it in the data because
it describes “our lives”. Although the narrative is ambiguous, it was created
within a national context of several school shootings. The most recent
incident occurred in a primary school less than a year before our fieldwork
began, not far from the high school in question. To us it hence seems that
the student found our methods useful for sharing challenging elements
from their own experiential reality, which is another way of engaging with
empathic planetary education. In arts-based education it often remains
unclear whether the emotions reflect the character’s feelings, the person’s
own, or both (see Kallio et al. 2025b). This is part of the (un)learning
process that builds gradual understanding (Zembylas 2024), “expanding
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our capacity to face and process difficult intellectual, affective, and
relational challenges in the imperfect present” (Stein et al. 2023, p.993).

Intersubjective Establishment of Planetary Citizenship

In the lived citizenship framework, the intersubjective dimension
emphasises mundane spaces in which people connect with each other,
are spatially and politically socialised, and learn from each other —in line
with the global ethic approach of planetary youth research emphasising
intergenerational climate actions and dynamics at the community level.
These dialogical encounters may be public or private (even intimate),
including importantly virtual social spaces. Intersubjectivity involves the
intersection between formal politics and public life of “the polis” (Kallio
and Hakli 2017). Mundane encounters are culturally and politically
embedded, thus the impact that people have on each other’s lived
citizenship carries with it a transmission of societal values and ideas (on
the social dynamisms of geosocialisation, see Kallio 2018). Here the
dimension of cultural diversity is significant. Mundane processes of
citizenship (un)learning can involve higher and lower levels of reflexivity.
Berger and Luckmann’s (1966, p.221-222) dialectic between nature and
society brings a useful lens to these processes that are, concurrently,
external (between oneself and the social world) and internal (between
the biological and social self).

Inside and outside a school setting the main boundary crossing in
young people’s conversations with others is the intergenerational
boundary (Kallio 2017; Kallio and Thomas 2019). Their sense of climate
change and repertoires of action are constituted in constant
relationship to adults (e.g., parents, teachers, adult activists).
Intergenerational dialogue offers rich spaces for “extended discussions,
stories and debate” between young people and adults of different age
(Walker et al. 2025, p.165). In our fieldwork with young school strikers in
England the participants reported complex relationships with teachers
who supported them and those who did not; parents who facilitated their
climate action and those from whom it had to be hidden. At the same
time, young people may be thinking about younger children, or even
future generations. By way of illustration, we interviewed a climate
striker in Manchester, UK who told us they had prepared their protest
sign in secret after bedtime because their parents did not approve, but
worked with the help of a younger sibling who supported them
(Bowman 2020). These relationships of interdependence, collaboration
and conflict are vital to understanding young people’s lived planetary
citizenship, to encouraging it broadly in different forms of action.
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The intersubjective development of planetary citizenship cannot take
place between similar-minded people only (Kallio et al. 2023, cf. Stein et
al. 2023; Villalobos et al. 2022). Creating understanding between different
people and different communities — be they older/younger or of the same
age —is greatly needed in the current mediatised world where people can
often choose with whom they share their thoughts, that is, with whom
they live as citizens (Lizotte and Kallio 2024). This trend is strongly
influenced by the market-driven media environment as da Silva (2011,
p.48) notes: “The world of information is also colonized by the systemic
spheres of Power and Money.” When working pedagogically on
challenging issues it is hence important to encourage co-working beyond
the closest friends and select social circles. Learning together with peers
who do not share the same worldview and values is more challenging
and requires empathic understanding over otherness.

Multicultural diversity adds layers to these intersectionalities, as do
other social positionings such as class and gender. In our climate mobility
study in Finland and Greece — spanning educational settings from primary
to secondary to high school — we have found that students with migration
background have better resources to create empathic understanding
about climate change-induced (im)mobilities.* We hence suggest that
their first-hand experiences of lived citizenship between countries,
cultures, and often very different kinds of social communities are
identified as a resource in planetary citizenship education. This is one way
to decolonise knowledge about climate change in the classroom, and
concurrently, strengthen the citizenship of those who are often in a
weaker position in society.

Lived Planetary Citizenship as Performed by Young People

Traditional forms of citizenship include activities like voting and standing
for elections, signing petitions and launching initiatives, participating in
organised demonstrations following a predefined format, and stating
opinions on public forums such as newspapers. Performed citizenship
goes beyond these practices guaranteed by rights (Kallio et al. 2020). It
draws attention to situations where young people act to make
themselves seen and heard as citizens in their everyday lives. Such acts
can take a myriad of forms, and in the context of planetary citizenship, we
wish to underline that public activism is just one of them.

As adult scholars, we recognise the disproportionate burden borne by

4 We did not collect information about their background or status so this finding is based only on
observations in the classrooms and discussions with the teachers.
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the young who are inheriting a globe riven by crises and inequalities with
colonial legacies and presence. Many of them experience increasing grief
within the ecological crises and frustration at inadequate action to
address environmental damage (Pihkala 2020; Hickman et al. 2021). Young
people struggle for their rights and for legitimacy against relatively
powerful adults and the adult-centric social systems, and some may even
sacrifice their health or personal development in their attempts to take
positive action (Emejulu and Bassel 2023). The youth active in public may
also face government and corporate oppression, arrest, imprisonment,
violence and murder in response to their acts of citizenship — between
2012 and 2022 more than 1,900 environmental defenders were murdered
across the globe (Kashwan and Hasain 2025).

Environmentalist movements including #NoDAPL, the Fridays for Future,
and Youth Strike 4 Climate represent “a youth-led process of
transformative education” (Bowman and Germaine 2022, p.71). They
step away from romantic, sublime concepts of the ‘child in nature’ that
disguise childhood and children’s experiences of the world as a site of
struggle (Taylor 2013). Such concepts reproduce an idealistic and
anthropocentric aesthetic of the "natural child’ frolicking in the woods as a
temporary, innocent stage of the human life course, and of nature as the
“objective corrolate or backdrop for human progress, cognition and
knowledge” (Rousell and Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles 2020, p.4). They
obscure the nature of youth itself, as Bourdieu argued it to be, a product
of inequality and a struggle between age groups (Bessant et al. 2020).
Instead, young people need to be recognised as interdependent with the
world around them, including natural and social realms.

Public action and activism are not the only non-traditional forms of lived
planetary citizenship. The vast majority of young people who are not
environmentalist activists or otherwise active in public politics may be
aware of and concerned about environmental issue but are, meanwhile,
trying to get by in their day to day lives. When facing issues such as
climate coloniality (Sultana 2022), they tend to be humble about the limits
of their knowledge and their ability to change things in conditions of global
crises. For example, in the Finnish schools where we worked, none of the
students declared as climate activists or showed interest towards public
climate action.

Indeed, many young people who are aware of and concerned about
climate change are quite likely to eschew clear labels and focus on practical
matters where they feel they can be effective (Brennan et al. 2022). As
Kishinani and Smith (2020) write, they tend not to subscribe to clear
ideologies, political parties and so forth, since they cannot claim they
know the answer to systemic injustices. In our study in England, young
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people took action by writing a handbook for students about supporting
student mental health, while Starzak focused on community growing and
farming to widen people’s access to green spaces in the city (Bowman and
Starzak forthcoming). Other participants responded by writing music,
speaking to friends at school, sitting in despair, or experimenting with
contrarian and even climate sceptic politics. In contrast to these activities,
Starzak described activism as a word that carries baggage: it implies
gendered, racialised and ableist concepts of what kind of behaviour is good
activism or not and makes young people vulnerable to judgement from
others, like future employers.

Climate change being a difficult, complex problem with deep roots, it
is appropriate for young people to respond to it in complex ways,
experiment with different approaches, and do what they can where they
are — to perform citizenship as part of everyday living. We hence advocate
for supporting the majority of youth, to see themselves as part of the
planet, to question the systemic inequalities that structure the world
around them, and to find different kinds of opportunities for dissent,
agency and empowering action (cf. Trott et al. 2023; Mayes 2024; White et
al. 2023). This includes acknowledging that today’s young people are
growing up in a very different social environment than we, as middle-aged
adults, experienced. Our childhood and early youth were largely without
cell phones, computers, or the internet — and certainly without social
media. In contrast, the social environment for those born in the 2000s is
far more fragmented and polarised, which also affects group dynamics.

Young people’s action on climate change, from more visible forms like
street protest to less visible practices like critical conversations in school
friendship groups, are driving new concepts of the civic that broaden the
definition of what counts as citizenship, towards a wider repertoire of
practices and more radical forms of dissent (Bowman 2023). We highlight
the juxtaposition of the traditional forms of citizenship against the
emerging, vibrant models of democratic participation taking “many facets,
forms, spaces and expressions of youth dissent” (O’Brien et al. 2018, 8)
among young people not satisfied with the limited conceptual place
where citizenship merely means engaging with political institutions. Their
horizons are often planetary, questioning and critiquing the ethics and
justice of ‘the border’ in complex ways, involving the nature—society
nexus.

Firinci Orman’s (2022) analytical framework of environmental
citizenship is illuminating of this plurality. She first identifies young
people’s mundane enacted political agency (e.g., recycling, bicycling,
diets, consumption, lifestyles). These are distinguished from agency that
the youth consider ‘political’ (e.g., protests, boycotting or ‘buycotting’,
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petitions, civic forums, campaigning, volunteering). Between these she
identifies activism types of activities and attitudes (e.g., school strikes,
nonviolent direct action, protesting against environmental policies,
youth-led movements, social media advocacy, challenging adult-led
ideologies, lifestyle activism). Covering this broad spectrum of performed
political agency, we suggest lived planetary citizenship as a conceptual
framework for the study of civic, global, and environmental education —
or a combination of these and other cross-cutting fields — in formal and
informal spaces of (un)learning.

Conclusions

The transgression of political agency is a growing tendency to dissent from
the structures, language, and processes of formal engagement -
participation and having a voice in the traditional sense. Many young
people who are aware of and take active stances in the planet’s
environmental crisis do not consider themselves ‘political’ or activists
(Banaji 2008; Arya and Henn 2023; Firinci Orman 2022; Bowman 2024).
This paper offers a conceptualisation of lived planetary citizenship for,
first, exploring the plurality young people’s environmentally oriented
mundane agency from their own experiential perspectives, and second,
to consider how young people can be supported through decolonising
(un)learning pedagogies as actors of planetary macroethics (da Silva 2011).
The paper has discussed how Finnish and English young people experience,
express and enact lived planetary citizenship (or the lack of it), based on
our participatory research in formal and non-formal educational
environments. We offer the concept as a contribution to the global ethic
approach in planetary youth research that seeks novel approaches to
considering global crises with young people in ways that connect with their
everyday lives, without overburdening youths with personal
accountability.

Philosophically, we draw from a relative critique of anthropocentrism
that points to non-state-based belonging and agency (da Silva 2011), linked
to the mediated immediacy of human existence (Plessner 2019) and
justice-oriented theorisation of post-cosmopolitan ecological citizenship
(Dobson 2005). Our conception of lived planetary citizenship emphasises
that people can never be completely absorbed in their environments but
are always already aware of the social existence of this reality, which
differs from how the posthumanism inspired scholarship that places
humans heterogeneously as part of nature (e.g., Heikkinen et al. 2024;
Salonen et al. 2024). We find ourselves in agreement with the pedagogical
aims of a large part of this research, for example, Laine’s (2023) planetary
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youth research framework. We share the idea that unlearning the
prevailing colonial geographies is the prerequisite for learning things and
skills needed in the climate-changed world, and thus for acting as planetary
citizens (Stein et al. 2023; Zembylas 2024). We however argue that
decolonising pedagogies require theoretical understanding on how
people relate with the environments of which they are part of, i.e. the
“earth cosmos” entangled with “social space”. As people’s ways of living
on Earth are based on value-laden agency, individual and collective,
planetary citizenship serving the interests of all life must also accepts the
limitations of human agency related to more-than-human or multispecies
perspective taking and dwelling as part of nature.

Our empirical findings reveal that it may be difficult for young people to
approach climate change from social and subjective perspectives if their
environmental education has been mainly science-based (STEM bias). Yet
we found that their territorially informed conceptions of the world can
be challenged if teaching materials are based on relational spatial
perspectives. Our research finds young people’s approaches to climate
change strongly affective, which often appears ambiguously. Emotional
engagement brings together different experiences, pieces of knowledge
and social connections. The intimacy inherent in affective planetary
citizenship requires sensitivity in both formal and informal educational
settings, which we suggest should be made as safe as possible, for
example by creating a “play space” where the imaginary and the real can
exist concurrently. We highlight the importance of building intersubjective
dialogical relationships as breaking down the barriers between people is a
key part of challenging the existing power structures characterised by
colonial, generational and socio-economic inequalities. We also identify
the ability of young people with a migration background to understand
climate-changed geographies particularly well, as a potential source of
intercultural decolonising unlearning. Finally, our studies draw attention
to broad range of agency through which young people can perform as
planetary citizens. While acknowledging environmental activism as an
alternative to formal practices of citizenship, it should not be presented as
the only desirable form of dissent agency, above other ways of being
attentive, caring and active planetary citizens.

Methodologically, based on our long-standing participatory studies
with children and young people we advocate the use of novel pedagogical
tools, including arts-based methods, and safe learning environments in
the classroom and beyond (also Kallio et al. 2025b; Bowman 2024). Our
joint and individual research projects have revealed that the human
tendency to share spaces, communicate and collaborate is central to the
empathic (un)learning of the teachings of modernity and reaching
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towards justice-based lived planetary citizenship characterised by
macroethical coresponsibility. These conversations simply will not
happen without respect for young people’s personal boundaries, trust
and interest in discussing with them, thus pedagogical methods to
facilitate such dialogue are central for all educational situations as well
as in research with young people. Acknowledging young people’s real-life
situations must hence underpin both formal and informal education for
lived planetary citizenship.
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Table 1: Basic information about Finnish and English school systems.

SCHOOL SYSTEM IN FINLAND

In Finland, the core school curricula are determined by the Finnish Mational Agency for Education. They
provide a commen direction and basis for education and instruction, containing the objectives and core
content of subjects as well as cross-cutting competencies. In addition, the principles of pupil assessment,
special needs education, pupil welfare, educational guidance, good learning environment, and the conception
of learning are outlined. Local curricula created in municipalities complement the national core curriculum,
and the school-specific curricula further concretise the implementation, finally interpreted by teachers who
have bread autonomy in terms of organising teaching and the teaching methods. Children have a subjective
right to early childhood education and care (ECEC), offerad in daycare centres and family day care (tuition
based on family income). If taken care of at heme, parents are entitled to home care leave and allowance until
their youngast child turns three years old. Participation in a8 cne-year period of pre-primary education is
mandatory and free of charge. It is provided in early education centres and schools in the form of preschool,
highlighting l2arning through play. Compulsory education is entered around seven years of age, lasting until 18
years of age. Education is free of change and mostly organised by public schools. Primary school covers
classes 1-6 (6-13 years-of-age). The principle of attending a local school is followed, even though some
families choose to send their children to a school further away that offers specialized classes. Lower
secondary school includes classes 7-9 (12-16 years-of-aga), and many of the scheools have profiling areas.
After that the students continue either in general upper secondary education or in vocational education and
training, to which they are selected based on academic performance. The programs are typically 3-4 years,
free and compulsory only until the students turn 18, but also after that strongly state supported. At general
education, students may choose some elective studies from higher and vocational education instituticns.
Viocational studies instead include workplace learning. General education ends with a national matriculation
examination and vocational education leads to vocational qualifications. The completion of any upper
secondary education program gives students eligibility to continue to higher education. Teacher training
follows the national program at all levels of education.

SCHOOL SYSTEM IN ENGLAND

In England, education is provided by public and private schocls. The public sector, which includes state-funded
schools such as community schools, academies, free schools, and faith schools, offers free education to all
children and follows the national curriculum set by the Department for Education. They cater to children from
early years (nursery and reception) through compulsory education (ages 5-16),_and often continue into post-16
education {sixth form or college). The private sector, comprising independent schools and boarding schools,
is funded through tuition fees and has more flexibility in curriculum design, although many follow similar
academic standards. They too provide education across all levels and are inspectad by the Independent Schools
Inspectorate or Ofsted. Both sectors are subject to quality assurance and may collaborate in areas like teacher
training or extwracurricular activities. Across all levels, teacher training is regulated by the Department for
Education. Early years education and childcare is a single regulatory and quality framework for learning,
development, and care known as the Early Years Foundation Stage. All children aged three and four are entitled
to free nursery education for a set number of hours per week for 38 weeks of the year. Early Years provision takes
place in a variety of settings, including state nursery schools, nursery or reception classes within primary
schools, and private or voluntary settings. Primary and secondary education, which comprise the two main
stages of compulsory educaticn, are structured into Key Stages (KS). Primary Schools typically cover K51 (Years
1-2, ages 5-7) and K52 (Years 3-6, ages 7-11). Secondary school, starting arcund the at age 11, covers K53 (Years
7-9) and K34 (Years 10-11, ages 14-16). Students usually complete their General Certificate of Secondary
Education or equivalent qualifications at the end of K54 (Year 11, age 16). The options for post-16 education,
known as further education, include staying in full-time academic education, starting an apprenticeship, or
working and/or volunteering while in part time education or training. Upper secondary education involves
studying for A Levels or their equivalents, usually lasting for two years, and takes place in a school's sixth form or
a sixth form college. Vocational education and training leads to qualifications that focus on developing
practical skills and career-specific knowladge.




