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In response to Huttunen and Albrecht’s article in this issue of Fennia we
want to focus our commentary on the two key-findings regarding the media
representation of environmental citizenship in the Finnish Fridays for
Future (FFF) movement: individualised lifestyle choices and a dominant
adult voice. This commentary dovetails into the authors’ critical reflection
on the insufficiency of individual action alone in addressing environmental
issues and the potential risks of a dominant adult voice for youth agency. By
doing so, we will also touch on broader ideas of change within the FFF and
climate change framing and aspects of (intergenerational) climate justice.
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When you enter the gardens of Peggy Guggenheim’s Palazzo Venier dei Leoni at the Canale Grande in
Venice you are greeted by eight words in yellow neon lights that span the wall of the Guggenheim art
collection: “Changing Place, Changing Time, Changing Thoughts, Changing Future” (Peggy Guggenheim
Collection 2021). Located in the heart of a sinking city (Levermann 2019), the installation from Italian
contemporary artist Maurizio Nannucci may now be interpreted as both: a warning sign for the urgent
need for climate action and the reassurance that change is not only possible but now inevitable (Cannon
2019). In March 2019 it was this rather hopeful idea of the possibility of change towards a more
sustainable global environmental system with which we ended our study about the media framing of
the Fridays for Future (FFF) protests in Germany. Despite having identified that German media coverage
tended to reproduce existing power structures by marginalizing and depoliticizing the political agenda
of a system critical protest (von Zabern & Tulloch 2021), we watched with interest as to whether further
studies would be able to show that the idea of intergenerational climate justice and the protesters’
demands for system change would ultimately get a hold in the media agenda (e.g. Goldenbaum &
Thompson 2020; Hayes 2021). Within their comparative framing analysis of the FFF movement in Finnish
news and social media in spring and fall 2019, Huttunen and Albrecht (2021) not only added the most
relevant component of environmental citizenship but also identified a shift in framing.
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This shift became particularly evident in the school attendance frame - a frame that had also
dominated early German media coverage (von Zabern & Tulloch 2021). Throughout the beginning of
coverage in late 2018/spring 2019 this framing reduced the issues FFF sought to address to debates
about compulsory education. The fall 2019 results from Huttunen and Albrecht (2021, 55) on the
dying discussions about the legitimacy and justification of FFFs collective environmental action
indicate how much the “societal context where the movement operates” changed. This shift is
especially interesting as it proves that young people were eventually able to bring “climate change to
the forefront of political discussion, transforming the focus in discussions to actual solutions.”
(Huttunen & Albrecht 2021, 55).

Individualized lifestyle choice and climate justice

The question that we would like to pick up on here is whether the majority of these solutions
represented in the FFF media coverage sufficiently addresses the climate crisis and structural
responsibility. The strong media focus on the individual lifestyle aspect of environmental citizenship
which Huttunen and Albrecht identify as a prominent frame is rightly questioned in its benefits for the
FFF movement. Individualized sustainable lifestyle choices as a solution to tackle global warming are
without doubt important and highly necessary but alone they risk shifting responsibility onto the
individual rather than addressing powerful polluters which bear the historical and intergenerational
responsibility for the root causes of the crisis. (Santarius 2007; Schindel Dimick 2015; Young Friends
of the Earth 2015). A similar dynamic can be seen in media studies on climate change discourse and
climate refugees where a focus on (individual) climate change adaptation has in the past depoliticized
the climate crisis and “made those affected by it responsible for their own survival” (Methmann 2014,
416; Hoeg 2017). From an environmental citizenship perspective, Huttunen and Albrecht (2021) show
that individual action alone is not enough to address environmental issues (Dobson & Bell 2006). This
is also relevant in regard to inclusiveness and the justice component of such action. Global justice
perspectives indicate that sustainable lifestyle choices are also a question of access and privilege:
while Quoquab and Sukari's (2017) study from Malaysia hints at the lack of awareness building
programs, Walker's (2020, 1) article shows that in case of “environmentally vulnerable participants”
short-term burdens overpowered long-term environmental concern. The risk of depoliticization and
lack of climate mitigation action that comes along with the prominence of such framing is also
reiterated by Greta Thunberg at the margin of the World Economic Forum in Davos 2019: “Some
people say we all caused the climate crisis together. But that is just a convenient lie. Because if
everyone is guilty, then no one is guilty [...]" (Betancur 2019).

Who gets to speak?

One of the most interesting findings in view of the above is the simultaneous lack of “political demands
for systemic change” in the framing of the Finnish FFF movement (Huttunen & Albrecht 2021, 55).
Similar to the German FFF coverage in 2019, the Finnish coverage focuses strongly on official sources
- in this case ‘adult voices'. Although these voices have been largely in favour of the protest and may
be interpreted as adult participation needed in solving the climate crisis (Hayward 2021; Huttunen &
Albrecht 2021), they may undermine the protester’s self-agency as legitimate actors of change (Kettrey
2018, von Zabern & Tulloch 2021). This is especially visible in the framing of Finnish protesters as
apprentices in political-decision making. Rather than representing strikes “as political acts in
themselves” (Huttunen & Albrecht 2021, 56) the perceived illegitimacy of the protester is used to
undermine their political demands and seems to marginalize their agenda. Against this backdrop it
would be all the more important that the media, as influential shapers of public and political opinion
(Merkley & Stecula 2019) would include the voices of those most affected by global warming to avoid
contributing to the “age-old political problem where marginalized citizens and those living in distant
places and times are materially and existentially threatened by the decisions and actions of other
individuals, companies, or states” (O'Brien et al. 2018, 22). This should also extend to children of lower-
income countries which are bearing the double brunt of local and intergenerational climate injustice.
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A more intersectional perspective in future studies on these particular vulnerabilities and -isms would
thus be fruitful (Krieger 2020; Mocatta & Howley 2020). At the same time, as Huttunen and Albrecht
already mentioned, scholars could contribute here by including social media channels used primarily
by younger age groups in their analysis (vom Orde & Durner 2020; Diaz-Pérez et al. 2021; Tankovska
2021).

Changing future

This brief reflection on the key-findings from Huttunen and Albrecht (2021) shows that while there
have been shifts in discourse in Finnish media coverage on the FFF movement from Spring to Fall
which may be applied to German coverage, system critical demands, mitigative solution and youth
voices have not been prominently represented. Looking at these findings from a protest paradigm
angle (McLeod & Hertog 1999) this may hint towards the fact that aspects of the movement which
threaten hegemonic power-relationships were not supported (Curran 1982; Smith et al. 2001). While
this reveals something about the media’s proclivity to reproduce these power structures, to a certain
extent it also tells us something about change. Looking back to Nanucci's eight words in 2021, we find
them illuminated. In Germany (changing place), almost three years after Greta Thunberg demonstrated
in front of the Swedish Parliament (changing time), leading German climate activist Luisa Neubauer
(changing thought) is now discussing climate action next to Germany's top candidates for chancellor
on national prime time television (ARD 2021). The German Green Party has a real chance in the Fall
elections (Vates 2021) and the German Constitutional Court recently ruled that Germany's 2019
climate protection actis in part unconstitutional (changing future) (DW 2021). The study from Huttunen
and Albrecht (2021) is thus not only important because it shows how the FFF protests fosters active
(environmental) citizenship but also because they offer a critical and highly-reflective insight into
societal and ecological transformation as it unfolds. The global COVID-19 crisis and its impact on both
FFF protests and environmental and climate change narratives (see Burger et al. 2020; Galeigha &
Burrows 2020; Lyytimaki et al. 2020; Mocatta & Howley 2020) will still have to show where this journey
leads.
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