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[bookmark: _Toc213581734]Abstract
This thesis examines how children and their parents come to know, be, and act in relation to ecological crisis as a dominant framing of contemporary human–nature relations. It explores how environmental subjectivities are shaped, negotiated, and unsettled through intergenerational encounters in spaces of environmental pedagogy and activism. Drawing on multi-sited ethnographic research conducted at the Our Broken Planet exhibition at the Natural History Museum, the Festival of Thrift in Redcar, and The Big One climate protest in London, the study investigates how families experience, embody, and actively co-constitute environmental responsibility within affectively charged, more-than-human contexts.
Guided by Affect Theory and Common Worlds Scholarship, the thesis conceptualises environmental subjecthood as an ongoing, relational process of becoming rather than a fixed moral identity. It foregrounds the family as a crucial yet underexplored site in which ethical and political orientations toward the more-than-human world are cultivated and contested. Through attention to the micro-dynamics of parent–child interactions, the research reveals how affective intensities, embodied gestures, and fleeting moments of recognition and misrecognition generate opportunities to rethink environmental care and responsibility beyond neoliberal frameworks.
Four key arguments structure the thesis. First, the family is positioned as an important locus of environmental politics, where intergenerational encounters can unsettle dominant human–nature binaries and the responsibilised figure of individual agency. Second, children are understood as disruptive agents who reconfigure agency through their embodied and affective engagements, prompting adults to reimagine their ethical and political relations. Third, the thesis identifies ambivalence as a defining affect of contemporary environmental experience; embracing such ambivalence, rather than seeking resolution, enables more expansive and collective modes of response. Finally, it argues that heterotopic sites such as museums, festivals, and protests offer vital spaces for imagining and practising alternative, convivial forms of environmental politics.
The thesis contributes to scholarship on environmental subjectivity, geographies of the family, and the cultural geographies of environmental politics by advancing a relational and affective understanding of how environmental ethics emerge across generations. It calls for an expanded conception of environmental responsibility—one grounded not in individual virtue but in shared, situated, and uncertain processes of response-ability within the Anthropocene.
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[bookmark: _Toc213581740]Chapter 1 Introduction
This thesis employs feminist, post-humanist approaches to think about how children, childhood and child figures recast intergenerational relations and orient us towards new ethico-political possibilities for responding to ecological crisis. I draw on Common Worlds scholarship, agential realism and affect theory to look for speculative openings which recast the ethico-political entanglements of human-natures.  The questions which motivate my research are (how) do parents and their children encounter, imagine and make sense of ecological crisis on a planetary scale? How and where do feelings of responsibility arise as a mode of responding to such crises? What is the role of intergenerational relations in shaping agency and ethics in relation to climate and ecological change? As a mother of three young children, these questions intermingle with my parenting in practice; my research and family life shape one another, a constitutive tension which I reflect upon in the methodology section of the thesis. 
My research is motivated by an underlying concern with the need for deep and long-lasting socio-economic and political change to respond to the challenges posed by the Anthropocene. Neoliberal environmentalism is the focus of my critique; it obscures the need for social and economic changes at the scale required to generate sustainable futures and works to put radical change beyond conceptual and imaginative reach. At the scale of everyday life, neoliberal environmentalism takes the form of injunctions to ‘save the planet’ through consumption choices and individual lifestyle changes. This conflation of scales is problematic. On the one hand it adds to the pressures of contemporary family life in the UK, leading to feelings of overwhelm, boredom (Anderson, 2023) or disavowal (Weintrobe, 2020). Meanwhile, the pressures of neoliberal everyday life make it harder and harder to ‘float and think big’ (Berlant and Greenwald, 2012); that is the creative capacity required for imagining meaningful alternatives to the current status quo is exhausted by the rhythms and demands of everyday life. Following from these observations, I draw attention to the possibilities generated within my empirical sites for reflecting on, unsettling or recasting responsibility. I analyse them as heterotopic sites which offer a spatio-temporal break from everyday rhythms and routines, providing opportunities to consider, imagine and practice modes of being-knowing-doing otherwise. Whilst I acknowledge the limits of such fleeting encounters, I argue that heterotopic sites which stage a confrontation with ecological crisis are vital to enlivening environmental politics, generating opportunities for alternative subjectivities, affects and ethics to emerge. 
Empirically, I offer three ethnographic accounts of the ways in which children’s embodied sense-making, child-like sensibilities and child figures can unsettle neoliberal accounts of human agency. I draw on observations of child-adult interactions across three sites of environmental pedagogy across the UK, a museum exhibition, an eco-festival and a climate protest. These sites were selected to allow me to observe interactions, dialogue and encounters and their affects as they unfolded, rather than in a more directed research encounter. 
I argue that these sites are heterotopic spaces which are not outside of the everyday but offer a break with the rhythms and activities of everyday family life. In so doing, they provide opportunities to critically reflect upon the entanglements of human and non-human agencies that characterise our current conjectural moment, bringing ethical and political questions to the fore. Each site mobilises different human-environment story lines, theories of change and imaginaries of the future, but all continue to construct and rely upon the sovereignty of human agency. Nevertheless, in between the ordering principle of these sites, there is significant heterogeneity in the interpretation, translation and affects of environmental narratives and imaginaries. I argue that the interactions, encounters and affective experiences which take place across these sites are fundamental to the ways in which people make sense of themselves, their capacity to act and their understandings of socio-natural entanglements. Employing a post-humanist conception of childhood, I draw attention to how young children can act to unsettle and recast adult knowingness in these spaces. I bridge Common Worlds theory with Family Geographies to argue that children    and their parents are becoming Anthropocene subjects together. The contemporary subject position of parents, who know about ecological crisis and their young children, as inheritors of an irreversible damaged world, generates political affects and relations within family life which are underexplored. In chapter 6 in particular, I illustrate how climate affects and environmental concerns are shaping parenting practices and relationships for some families in the UK. I take inspiration from Angharad Closs-Stephens’ recent work, National Affects (2022), to offer an account of the ways in which dominant narratives of environmental subjectivity both produce and intermingle with other affective intensities, paying particular attention to where affective encounters open up possibilities for being otherwise. 
Ultimately this is a thesis about the ways in which people in the UK become sensitive to and navigate the ethico-political challenges of the contemporary Anthropocene moment. It focusses on sites which provide families with opportunities for reflection on and (re)negotiation of the ethics of socio-natural entanglements. More specifically, it considers how relations with family members, particularly young children, are entangled within our current conjecture of overlapping crises. 
Throughout the thesis, concepts of responsibility and its recasting as response-ability provide a way in to considering how environmental subjectivity emerges from the ‘in-between’ (Lenz-Taguchi, 2010) of discursive narratives and embodied encounter with/in pedagogical sites. Whilst the thesis touches on notions of care and is methodologically informed by an ethic of care (see 3.6.1), practices and theories of care are not central to the thesis. Rather, the thesis seeks to reinvigorate academic debate around environmental responsibilisation as a political affect and technology of governance which persists in many forms of environmentalism in spite of longstanding critique. (Maniates, 2001; Fletcher, 2010; Eden, 2016; Rice, 2016).Whilst much of the debate around geographies of responsibility has moved towards conceptualising ethical relations through an ethic of care rather than discursively informed obligation, the figure of the responsible individual endures, even as it is resisted and reappropriated (see Chapter 2.1). I approach the responsible environmental subject from below (MacGregor, 2021) rather than as a governing structure or technology (Rice, 2016), focussing on how environmental subjecthood emerges within familial encounters (Walker, 2021). In particular, I draw on Common Worlds theory here to think about how family practices, encounters and emergent relations of learning/becoming together generate possibilities for bringing new worlds into being.  Rather than pursuing an approach which traces lifestyle choices, household consumption or other, often narrowly defined, pro-environmental behaviours, I develop an affective and embodied analysis, which draws attention to the openings and potentials that emerge at the micro political scale and work to undo or unsettle the logic of neoliberal environmentalism.
[bookmark: _Toc213581741]1.1 Research objectives
The aim of the study is to provide empirical accounts of the ways in which feelings of individual responsibility are unsettled, exceeded or reworked when adults and children grapple with the political challenges and ethical dilemmas of ecological crisis together. I aim to illustrate how environmental subjecthood emerges within and through parent-child encounters, arguing that the process of becoming sensitive to and navigating the ethico-political challenges of Anthropocene is an ongoing and emergent process. 
I situate these questions against a backdrop of different modes of storying, encountering and negotiating what ecological crisis means for humans and non-humans today. The Museum, Festival and Protest are all sites which are intentionally produced to provoke a response – to educate and to motivate action in relation to various ecological issues. As such, my analysis tacks between the ways in which site is materially constituted and the ways in which family groups interact the ‘things’ that constitute each site – animal objects in the museum; artistic performance and creative workshops at the festival; placards, banners and songs at the protest. In doing so, I aim to account for the governing rationalities which inform the production of these spaces. For example, in Chapter 4, I consider the curatorial shift that informs the production of Our Broken Planet, to situate it within the wider context of cultural institutions seeking to situate themselves as agents of change. In Chapter 5, I critically analyse the notion of thrift that is discursively (re)produced in Festival publicity, programming and reporting, in a context where the creative arts are increasing positioned as a vehicle for change. Meanwhile, in Chapter 6, I interrogate how the scripting of Extinction Rebellion circulates a moralising discourse aimed at shaping a particular type of activist subject. Across each chapter, I aim to critically evaluate how each site is produced to shape particular forms of environmental responsibility, as sites of environmental governance.  
Whilst remaining attentive to the governing rationalities of each site, I illustrate how they generate unsettling, transgressive and affective encounters which exceed attempts to produce a particular response or set of responses. Rather, I aim to show how each site generates potential for thinking beyond individual responsibility as a mode of environmental subjectivity. Through paying attention to the heterogeneity that constitutes such sites, my analysis seeks to demonstrate how the logic of neoliberal environmentalism is fraying. In doing so, it both draws on and contributes to projects which unsettle totalising accounts of the status quo through attending to the micropolitics of activities that takes place in the margins (Gibson-Graham, 2008), the cracks (Holloway, 2010) and the ruins (Tsing et al., 2017) of capitalist structures. All attempts to govern the complexity of socio-ecological life are fundamentally unstable; they have to be continually adapted to fit changing political and environmental conditions (Bulkeley, Castán Broto and Edwards, 2015; Castán Broto, 2020). At the same time, neoliberal environmentalism has long been contested, both through academic critique and practices of resistance enacted by diverse publics. Nevertheless, the figure of the responsible individual as the sovereign agent of planetary change at the heart of neoliberal environmentalism persists, powerfully limiting the politics of responding to a range of ecological crises unfolding across different spatio-temporal scales.  Tracing where how and with what affects this figure surfaces, allows for close attention to how and where it is be challenged, unsettled or exceeded in encounters between children and their parents. Focusing on these moments, fleeting as they may be, I develop a relational, contemporary account of how and where the logic of neoliberal environmentalism is fraying. In particular, I consider how opening ethical and political questions beyond a neoliberal response affects agency, as an emergent quality.
Drawing on affect theory as developed in Angharad Closs-Stephens recent work, National Affects (2022), I consider the affective intensities which emerge between the governing rationalities which shape the sites I have chosen, and the heterogenous encounters which take place within them. These affective encounters trouble the apparent order, creating political openings, however fleeting, for the emergence of agential capacities which extend beyond the figure of the responsible, individual human.
[bookmark: _Toc213581742]1.1.1 Research questions
1. (How) do parents and their children encounter, imagine and make sense of ecological crisis on a planetary scale? 
2. Where do families encounter attempts to shape environmental subjectivity and how do they respond to this?  
3. What do intergenerational, child-parent encounters offer to debates about human agency in Anthropocene times?
[bookmark: _Toc213580289][bookmark: _Toc213581743]1.1.2 Choice of sites
The primary research question underlying this research project is - how are children and those who care for them navigating the political and ethical demands of responding to ecological crisis? What conversations, interactions, affects and emotions surface between young children and their family members when confronted by the impacts of biodiversity loss, pollution, the plastic waste crisis, climate change and other instances of significant and irreversible ecological damage? These interactions might surface at any time. As anyone with young children in their life will attest, children’s sense-making is an ongoing process. Formative encounters can take place in the most mundane of places – the supermarket, the waiting room, the bus journey – as children come across new situations or transgressive encounters which challenge their knowledge (Kallio, 2016; Hörschelmann, 2017; Malone and Crinall, 2023). Capturing such fleeting and unanticipated moments is methodologically challenging. For this reason, I situate my study in spaces which aim to inform, educate or mobilise publics about aspects of ecological crisis. I identified three events in the UK that attract families so that I could attend to the interactions, encounters and affects that emerge when adults and children are confronted with different modes of storying ecological crisis. These sites are understood as site of environmental governance, each of which seeks to shape environmental subjecthood in different ways towards different ends. Yet they don’t exist in a vacuum, they are only one of many sites and spaces that parents and their children move through where ethico-policital questions prompted by ecological crisis may arise. What I do argue, however, is that these site offer families space and time to engage with the ethical and political dilemmas of overlapping ecological crises together, in ways which might not otherwise surface in everyday life. 
 The choice of sites was also determined by practicalities around timings; access following the COVID-19 lockdowns; and my availability as a parent-researcher, as explained in more detail in Chapter 3. The three events I attended were Our Broken Planet at the Natural History Museum (2021/22), The Festival of Thrift, a two-day Sustainability festival in Redcar (September 2022); and The Big One (April 2022) a four-day climate protest in London, coordinated by Extinction Rebellion. An overview of the sites, their aims, appeal and overarching discourse is presented in Table 1, p.22.
Taken together, these three sites offer a window into the cultural politics of ecological crisis in the UK in recent years. They document a particular moment in time; post-Pandemic and prior to the invasion of Ukraine by Russia and subsequent global shocks in fuel and food prices. These events also took place in the years before the Hamas attack on Israel on October 7th2023, and the genocide inflicted upon Palestinians by Israel in response. In recent years, ‘the environment’ (including climate) as a matter of public concern has been eclipsed by these and other geopolitical events, as well as a high-profile political campaigns around immigration. This shift in public interest from climate change as a ‘future problem’ to humanitarian concerns considered urgent today signify the persistence of the separation socio-political and environmental issues in formal politics and the British news media. The events at the centre of my analysis are temporally situated amid this significant shift in public environmental discourse, from a peak of grassroots activity and momentum in the late 2010s to the geopolitical turmoil of the present day. All three sites are related to a wave of Climate Emergency declarations made  by a range of actors from 2018-2021, including local councils, environmental NGOs and cultural institutions (Museums Association, 2019; Bevan, Colley and Workman, 2020; Howarth, Lane and Fankhauser, 2021). One of the founding aims of Extinction Rebellion is for governments to declare a ‘climate and ecological emergency, working with other institutions to communicate the urgency for change.’ (Extinction Rebellion, 2020); whilst the Natural History Museum and the Festival of Thrift are associated with the ‘Culture declares an emergency’ movement which seeks to 
‘take action to harness the power of arts and culture to express heartfelt truths and address deep-rooted injustices, to care for and create adaptive, resilient and joyful communities, and to influence the urgent and necessary transformation of harmful global systems.’ (Culture Declares, 2022). 
Thus, whilst the encounters, interactions and affects that I draw out in my empirical chapters have relevance to the wider Anthropocene challenges we are facing, they are also symptomatic of a particular constellation of environmental politics and publics in the UK. 
These sites assemble a spectrum of viewpoints and approaches to climate crisis, storying ecological crisis through animal-objects (Guasco, 2021), performance, banners, placards and song. The museum offers an authoritative public narrative in a space often considered apolitical (Cameron and Deslandes, 2011; Cameron, Hodge and Salazar, 2013) and approaches ‘planetary crisis’ through the lens of ‘natural history’ (NHM, 2021). Nevertheless, the exhibition marks a shift in curatorial practice and indeed the wider mission of the Museum. The overarching messages of Our Broken Planet are that science has a key role to play in adapting to climate change whilst also encouraging audiences to act in their own lives through a combination of behaviour change and lobbying. Whilst the exhibition was not designed with families in mind, it received many family visitors partly because of its location in the museum opposite the perennially popular dinosaur exhibit. Family visits to the exhibition tended to be spontaneous rather than planned – meaning that it reached a wide audience of visitors with diverse orientations to environmentalism[footnoteRef:1].Children were particularly drawn to the monstruous animal-objects on display which rendered visible and affective the violent histories of human and non-human nature. They also engaged enthusiastically with the comment card section at the end of the exhibition, making earnest pledges about how they would act to ‘fix’ our broken planet. [1:  This is evidenced in the internal facing NHM audience insights report shared with me, which summarises activity across the 1.5 years the exhibition.] 

The Big One offers the perspective of an explicitly political, grassroots environmental movement which is broadly future oriented. Here climate crisis is framed as an emergency requiring urgent, radical action by politicians and other in powers to avert apocalypse. Individuals are called on to become activist subjects through moral appeals, spectacular protest and mass arrest are the main tactics for bringing about radical social change. Children and their families were encouraged to attend, with a programme of activities coordinated by XR Families and supported by other climate and environmental groups formed around family and parental identities, e.g. Mothers Climate Action Network (Mothers CAN), Parents for Future and Mothers Rise Up. Throughout the Protest site, political banners, songs and placards promoted dialogue between children and their parents, whilst the policing of protest raised interesting questions about the role of state intuitions in protecting the planet. 
The Festival of Thrift is a free community arts event advertised as a family friendly day out; it receives government funding and focuses on lifestyle changes that can be made in the present. Whilst the overall message of the site is emblematic of green governmentality, persuading attendees that small reductions in consumption and waste can have positive socio-ecological effects in the aggregate, my analysis highlights how stories, performances and create activities across the site circulate heterogenous political affects. 
All three sites aim to inform, educate and persuade attendees to act in relation to environmental problems; they participate in the co-construction of environmental discourses, imaginaries and affects (Brace and Geoghegan, 2011). They are spaces where encounters take place within a framework of environmentalism, and as such constitute spaces from which environmental subjects, publics and politics emerge.  In this sense they can be considered sites of environmental pedagogy, in the sense that they all aim to impart information and knowledge and as such are sites where learning about the world is foregrounded.  However, I argue that these are also heterotopic sites, where intergenerational interactions take place in ‘other than everyday’ settings. Whilst family relations and activities are often situated within accounts of ‘the everyday’, these diverse sites can be considered temporally and spatially distinct from the rhythms and places of everyday life - counter spaces which are decidedly ‘other’ yet not wholly removed from the everyday (Foucault, 1986). They are distinct from utopias as they are ‘real places, places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society’ (ibid, 24) but differ from everyday spaces in their functions and their relations to other spaces and times. Thinking these sites through the lens of the heterotopic means focusing attention on the ways in which they reflect and unsettle ways of knowing the world. I return to the concept of heterotopia in my methodology section, Chapter 4. 
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[bookmark: _Toc212304540]Table 1 Overview of empirical sites
	Site
	Museum
	Festival
	Protest

	Event
	Our Broken Planet temporary exhibition at the Natural History Museum
	Festival of Thrift, two-day outdoor arts, performance and sustainability event
	The Big One three-day protest event with spaces organised by Extinction Rebellion Families

	Location
	London
	Redcar
	London

	Attendees/audience


	Broad appeal, international audience (N.B exhibits are all in English, also note that museums remain exclusionary spaces)
	Regional audience, appeals to those who are eco-conscious and those who want free family day out
	Narrow appeal, national audience. Attendance primarily by those who are engaged in or want to engage in environmental activism 

	Aim
	To generate behaviour, change in visitors
To educate about the impacts of human activity on our planet’s ecosystems
	Increase public awareness of sustainable living, generating benefits to the local community through the creative arts 
	Growing the climate movement, raising the public profile of environmental issues 

	Overarching discourse
	The planet is broken but can be fixed with a combination of lifestyle change, scientific innovation and activism
	Thrifty lifestyle changes are key to reducing environmental impact of high consumption lifestyles
	Climate is in crisis, governments and big businesses must enact system change to stop future apocalypse 

	Family appeal
	Specific exhibit was directed at young adults rather than families; visited as a consequence of its location in a free national museum popular with families
	Advertised as fun for all the family, a free family day out
	XR Families create family friendly spaces on protests and seek to find ways to ensure children’s voices are heard in democratic dissent 
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1.2 [bookmark: _Toc213581744]Contributions
Throughout this research, I have engaged with recent and more longstanding geographical scholarship, advancing debates on responsibility and environmental governance. My thesis contributes to Children’s Geographies and Children’s Studies by exploring children’s political subjecthood. In particular,  I make a novel conceptual contribution by bridging  Common Worlds theory with family geographies, drawing on feminist and post-humanist perspectives. I discuss the ways in which family geographies have engaged within questions of environmental crisis, arguing that the family is an overlooked site of environmental politics. That is to say that families both have a stake in and actively engage in the struggle for environment is known, understood and acted upon; families are crucial sites of world-making. Building on work which emphasizes children’s political subjectivity and agency (Ansell, 2009; Kallio, 2016; Holloway, Holt and Mills, 2019; Kraftl, Taylor and Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2020), I centre the family as a critical site where ecological crises intersect with everyday life, highlighting how child–adult interactions in environmental pedagogy can unsettle dominant neoliberal and human–nature binaries. The thesis also critiques neoliberal environmentalism at the micro-political scale, extending Closs-Stephens’ work on political affects by showing how family dynamics can challenge individualised responsibility, creating ambivalent and relational spaces that disrupt prevailing environmental discourses (Maniates, 2001; Fletcher, 2010; MacGregor, 2021).
Further, my research contributes to geographies of affect (Thrift, 2004; Anderson, 2016; A. Closs Stephens, 2022) by illustrating how intergenerational encounters shape environmental agency and imaginaries, drawing on Bad Environmentalism (Seymour, 2018) and ambivalence as political affect (Wilson and Anderson, 2020; Ruez and Cockayne, 2021). I highlight the emotional and ethical complexities families face in responding to Anthropocene dilemmas, thus enriching understandings of environmental publics. Methodologically, the thesis innovates by mobilizing Foucault’s concept of heterotopia as a tool for spatial analysis and political potential (Gibson-Graham, 2008; Gandy, 2012a; MacGregor, 2021) arguing for its use not only to identify sites of difference but also to actively curate spaces that challenge neoliberal environmental logics. Whilst there is an extensive engagement with the concept of heterotopia, both in geography and across a range of other subjects, the interjection I make here is to argue for the critical role that geographers could play in facilitating heterotopic spaces beyond the academy to enable open-ended pedagogical inquiry towards futures to come. This is explored more in Chapters 3, 6 and in the conclusion. Empirically, it adds valuable case studies to Social Movement and Museum Studies, revealing how family-friendly protests and museum exhibits (e.g., Our Broken Planet at a major UK museum) serve as affective, ethical, and political arenas where children and parents collectively engage with environmental crises beyond behaviour change narratives.
[bookmark: _Toc213581745]1.3 The intergenerational politics of ecological crisis
In this section I introduce the family as an often-overlooked site of environmental politics and argue for the importance recognising the role of family in the emergence of ethical orientations and political subjectivity in Anthropocene times. I start by illustrating that ecological crisis has long been framed in terms of intergenerational justice, yet how environmental politics play out in family relations is underexplored.  I review relevant literature on the family within geography and look beyond geography to wider literature on family and environment to outline the gap I seek to fill. I introduce the concept of the neoliberal everyday, to acknowledge some of the constraints and pressures of family life in the UK today; this context lays the foundation for my later argument that heterotopic spaces are vital for offering a spatio-temporal break from the rhythms and routines of everyday life. Finally, I acknowledge some of the problematics associated with the family as the unit of analysis. I justify my focus on the family as an everyday notion that continues to matter politically, affectively and materially. Whilst academic discussions have shifted away from ‘the family’ towards more capacious concepts of kinship, intimacy and intergenerational relations, ‘the family’ has become increasingly politicised, moralised, governed and scrutinised (Jensen and Tyler, 2012; Jupp, 2016; Tarrant and Hall, 2020). Family continues to matter to dynamic and emerging moral and political geographies; even where family relations are absent, rejected, harmful or reappropriated[footnoteRef:2], the notion of family continues to be a powerful organising category which often surfaces in everyday encounters. This is particularly true for young children aged 4-11 who are the focus of this study.  [2:  For example, the active curation of chosen family where choice, reciprocity care and commitment form the basis of deep emotional and practical bonds, rather than biological relations, marital status or legal obligations (Weston, 1991).] 

The duty to mitigate ecological crisis is increasingly understood in terms of intergenerational responsibility within both formal and grassroots politics, as well as in the media. The intergenerational framing of sustainability first entered formal political discourse in the Brudtland Report of 1987[footnoteRef:3]. Here the concept of intergenerational equity was deployed to overcome short-termism in political systems and grasp the longer-term impacts of ecological degradation. Environmental responsibility is thus understood as a moral obligation towards future generations of human beings. Nearly 40 years later, children and young people are the living embodiment of the ‘future generations’ envisaged in the framework of Sustainable Development, still widely used today. They are increasingly positioned and position themselves as dual futures; future leaders and inheritors of an irreversibly damaged planet (Lee, 2013). In recent years, the framework of intergenerational responsibility has been politicised by youth climate movements, who have pointed the finger of blame at older generations for our failure to stall or slow the destruction of ecological systems that sustain life (Diprose et al., 2019). As children and youth are increasingly centred (and centre themselves) within policy discourse and activism, little attention has been paid to how the intergenerational politics of climate and environment play out in everyday family lives. Research on youth climate activism often overlooks the intimate and emotional relationships children have with significant adults in their lives, whilst critical analyses of environmental governance still retain a focus on the individual adult as agent. I argue that family spaces, dynamics, interactions and relations play an important part in the ongoing process of becoming political and ethical subjects. That is not to argue that family is the only or most important set of relations, nor that children are passive recipients of caregivers’ values. Rather it is to draw attention to how intimate everyday relations and practices which make up family are affected by the discursive framings of responsibility, Anthropocene and intergenerational sustainability. [3:  The Brundtland report ‘Our Common Future’ was published by the World Commission on Environment and Development and is often considered as the formal starting point of global environmental governance (Hajer, 1997). It proposes the concept of Sustainable Development, defined as, ‘Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.’ The concept of intergenerational equity is also proposed within this document, which emphasizes a moral duty to future generations who ‘have no political or financial power; they cannot challenge our decisions’.] 

[bookmark: _Toc213581746]1.4 Family and environmental politics
In this section I highlight the gap in existing literature on family and environmental politics which this thesis seeks to fill. In my empirical chapters, I illustrate how family relations are crucial to how children and adults in the UK become sensitive to and navigate the ethico-political challenges of contemporary times together, as emerging Anthropocene subjects. It is from within families, in their multitude forms[footnoteRef:4], that embodied ‘future generations’ are often birthed and raised. Parents, grandparents and other relatives increasingly cite concerns about the prospects of the children they love and care against a backdrop of imaginaries of crisis (Boyd 2019; Ekholm and Olofsson 2017). These worries can extend beyond parents to those with other forms of caring adult-child relations, such as teachers, prospective parents or non-parents whose reproductive choices have been shaped by environmental concerns (Schneider-Mayerson, 2022).  In this articulation, the sustainability of the planet maps onto liveable futures for the children we love and care, rendering global scale problems deeply and sometimes painfully personal, as I demonstrate in Chapter 6.  The emotional and affective resonances of the intergenerational dimensions of ecological crises remains underexplored[footnoteRef:5].   [4:  Children are born, raised and cared for within a multitude of family structures which far exceed the heteronormative, nuclear family model, as well as within intimate and interpersonal relations which extend beyond direct kinship. Although not all babies and children remain within a family structure, potent socio-cultural notions of family continue to influence social relations. Equally, not all families include children, intergenerational relations in families are often constituted between adults. This is an important site of family politics and political expression beyond the family; however, this is not the focus of this thesis. 
Family is not always a site of care and responsibilities, it also encompasses relations of uncare, neglect, violence and dominance; where the positive connotations of family can obscure and even exacerbate suffering. The acknowledgement of care here in relation to the social reproduction of future generations is to note that giving and receiving care is a vital aspect of intra-subjective relations; that raising children is an affective, emotive, embodied and ongoing task which can extend across a child’s lifetime. My argument is not to state that all families are or should be concerned about ‘the environment’; rather to point towards particular ways in which family relations can constitute a site of environmental politics. ]  [5: There is an emerging body of resources, including books, podcasts and toolkits, which seek to guide, support or educate parents raising children in the midst of eco-crisis. For example, Parenting in a Climate Crisis: A Handbook for Turning Fear into Action (Shirvell, 2025), Parenting on Earth: A Philosopher's Guide to Doing Right by Your Kids - and Everyone Else (Cripps, 2023) and podcast Mum will the Planet Die before I do? (Corner Shop Media Production, 2022). ] 

Although significant work on family as a site of politics and morality has emerged in recent years within geography (Hall, 2011, 2019; Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson, 2014; Jupp, 2016; Tarrant and Hall, 2020), how the ethico-political dilemmas of ecological crisis surface and are negotiated within family relations has been less well explored. There is a long-standing body of research on the ways in which parental identity and familial relations motivate protest in the struggle for resources and land around the world, where mothers often play a prominent role in campaigning for their children’s livelihoods, drawing on universalist ideals of motherhood (Conradsen, 2016; Dombroski, 2016; Ramm and Gideon, 2020, 2020). Many of these studies seek to amplify the role of women and other family members in vital and important political struggles; how this shapes wider realities of family life is less well attended to. Recent work by Lisa Howard begins to address this gap; her PhD research explores how climate activism led by parents impacts wider social relations and family life; demonstrating how notions of family can work to exclude young children, older relatives and those without children from activism (L. K. Howard, 2023). Equally she details the personal and emotional toll of grassroots political work; where involvement in activism can create tensions with other family members and in some cases lead to relationship breakdown (Howard, 2022). I return to some of the insights from her work in Chapter 6; however, my focus in this chapter is how climate activism emerges from the relations between adults and their young children. A specific empirical contribution of this chapter is to consider parenting as a practice of prefigurative politics for climate futures.  
A second strand of work on families and environment seeks to evaluate how environmental concern generates behaviour change, for example how parental identity shapes pro-environmental behaviours (Shirani et al., 2013) and green consumption (Atkinson, 2014) with some arguing that the transition to parenthood can increase or enhance environmental concern (Ekholm and Olofsson, 2017; Lawson et al., 2019). However, others have demonstrated the safety and wellbeing of a child is prioritised by parents over environmental behaviours, even as a parents ‘sphere of concern’ is widened to encompass their children’s futures (Thomas et al., 2018). Such studies tend to be concerned with informing green governance, in which the family becomes a target for behaviour change interventions, failing to understand how environmentalism affects wider aspects of everyday family lives and intimate relations of care. Elsewhere, children positioned as ‘change agents’ who can encourage their family members to change their behaviours (Phoenix et al., 2017; Andersen, 2018) or intergenerational educators, who can transfer environmental lessons to their families (Oropilla and Ødegaard, 2021; Spiteri, 2023). This narrow casting of children’s agency makes it challenging to understand how children are making sense of the contemporary moment on their own terms, whilst also limiting the scope of action to the household, reinforcing a limited sense of individual responsibility. However, this small body of work on family and environmental concern demonstrates how intimate, interpersonal relations are always-already caught up in the politics of environment, creating intergenerational tensions which have not been well explored. 
Catherine Walker’s research is exceptional for a long-term focus on environmentalism in family lives in a comparative study across India and the UK (Phoenix et al., 2017; Walker, 2017a). Recent work with Ellen van Holstien has offers an intersectional analysis of environmental responsibility within migrant families in Manchester, UK. In this study, young researchers (aged 14-18) were trained to interview their parents about climate and environmental issues in their country of origin (van Holstein and Walker, 2023). The data illustrates the role of parents in shaping young people as ‘caring political subjects’ (p.5) and argues that environmental responsibility is acquired in multidirectional ways, across generations, as well through education and migration trajectories. Their intersectional analysis also allows them to attend to how different life experiences and positionalities enable or constrain the types of responsible activity that may be available to an individual. Participants in the study actively identified as responsible subjects, but their position as minority subjects placed substantial barriers in the way of fulfilling the suite of environmental practices they aspired to. This included avoiding activity such as public activism, which would make them stand out and render them a target of discriminatory action, racism or harmful judgment (van Holstein and Walker 2023). This chimes with earlier work which points towards the material constraints which shape ethical action in family settings – where the desire to act in a way deemed ‘responsible’ is limited by economic or time constraints (Barnett, 2011; Hall, 2011; Phoenix et al., 2017). 
Holstein and Walker present an account of environmental responsibility as ‘a spatially and experientially acquired orientation’ (2023, p.8) which encompasses multiple dispositions, practices and actions, some of which can be contradictory. A focus on intergenerational relations allows them to move away from a focus in Geography on governments’ responsibilisation of citizens, to the ongoing negotiation and (re)production of responsibility within and through social relations. However, as the authors note, the concept of individual responsibility remained dominant in participants’ self-identified ethical orientations and accounts of their actions, demonstrating the challenge of moving beyond the figure of the individual responsible subject. This limits the scope of their study for understanding how and where humanist concepts of responsibility are exceeded or unsettled in everyday encounters, and where other forms of environmental politics might be emerging in diverse encounters parents and their children have with ecological crisis. Below I seek to extend their finding that parents shape young people’s political and ethical subjecthood to argue that this is multidirectional, ongoing process wherein child-adult encounters are co-constitutive of agency. Rather than positioning adults as fully formed political subjects who impart their knowledge on children, I seek to reposition both parents and children as becoming subjects, whose agency emerges through their intra-active encounters. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581747]1.4.1 Family as a site of moral formation and political subjecthood
This thesis draws on and contributes to literature on moral geographies and the family as a site of moral formation and political becoming.  Understanding how, where and why children and adults develop a sense of right and wrong in intra-subjective encounters in particular places is vital for understanding how people come to be and act in relation to socio-natural entanglements and ecological crisis. Values and ethical judgments are both shaped by and shape relations of power and thus the spaces, sites and encounters in which our ethical norms take shape are necessary to understanding emergent modes of environmental politics. Family has long been understood as a site of moral learning, often within a paradigm of child development which explores how morals are transmitted to children (Valentine, 2005), whilst in the UK the family, and parenting practices in particular, have been subject to deep moralising within state governance (Jensen and Tyler, 2012). The ways in which moralities and moralising shape family life has been well explored in geography, with work focussing on how discursive norms are negotiated, reworked, and resisted in formative familial encounters (Holloway, 1998; Hall, 2016; Jupp, 2016) Formative interactions between parents and their children take place across a range of everyday spaces within the home and beyond where encounters with difference (Harris and Valentine, 2017), the unexpected (Malone and Crinall, 2023) or transgressive objects and images (Hörschelmann, 2017) can be potent prompts for dialogic processes of understanding and becoming. Methodologically, capturing such moments is challenging, yet an ethnographic approach which attends to diverse experiences, encounters and affects across heterogenous family sites offers one way to glimpse the complex entanglements of such critical moments, pointing towards the ephemeral and shifting nature of emerging political agents and their claims (Kallio, 2016).
 Drawing on two years of ethnographic work with families in the UK, geographer Sarah Marie Hall demonstrates how family and morality are co-constitutive, with moral values emerging within intersubjective relations wherein adults and children learn through and from one another (Hall, 2016). Here the focus is on how moralities of care and caring for oneself and others are transmitted within familial relations. Environmental pedagogy scholar Kirsi Pauliina Kallio’s work is also instructive here for highlighting how children’s political subjectivity takes shape in mundane intergenerational interactions (Kallio and Häkli, 2013; Kallio, 2016, 2018). Following geographer Clive Barnett, Kallio argues for a heightened focus on ‘political becoming’ - that is the ongoing intersubjective process through which people come to address ‘the problems of living together in a shared world of plurality and difference’(Barnett, 2012, p. 679 quoted in Kallio 2016). This can take place in long-lasting relations, but Kallio’s ethnographic work makes visible the how fleeting moments, and dynamic interactions can save lasting impact on a child’s sense of morality and agency. Here the focus is on how children become political subjects in relation to significant adults, that is the process of becoming political is intersubjective with the familial context being significant for how children come to know, act and be in the world.  She highlights moments of intergenerational recognition or misrecognition of a child’s capacity to care as important to the formation of agency (Kallio, 2016).
Both studies consider how moralities of care and caring emerge in familial relations and encounters, with children playing an active role in co-constituting their own agency. Although Hall points to the ways in which adults can learn from children, her focus is primarily on the self-reported development of the morals of care in relation to parenthood, that is the focus is on how (adult) parents make sense of right and wrong in relation to their children (Hall, 2016). Kallio’s work, whilst it too recognises the role of intersubjective relations and encounters, focuses on children’s political becoming. My research questions seek to understand how adults and children are navigating the ethical and political dimensions of Anthropocene times together, conceptualising both children and adults as becomings; albeit in different ways, at different speeds and with different physiological effects. I elaborate on the notion of co-becoming further in the next chapter, through the notion of the post-human child.  Equally, existing literature on geographies of the family remains firmly within humanist notions of agency and political and fails to grapple with ecological crisis as a discursive framing of contemporary times. The concept of care within these studies is human-centric and does not extend to more -than-human others or environmental commons. Although my study does not directly grapple with more-than-human care, I consider how children’s encounters in familial settings can open up questions of care and ethical concern which unsettle the humanist logic of individual responsibility. Methodologically, I build on work within children’s geographies to attend to the ways in which children make sense of the worlds they inhabit (Hackett, 2016; Kallio, 2018; Nolas, 2021; Tembo, 2024a). I seek to  ‘follow the capillaries away from children’ (Ansell, 2009) recognising the role that children can play in the shaping of environmental politics whilst avoiding positioning them as responsible agents of change. I begin from the premise that adult-child relations are inherently asymmetrical (Blazek, 2025); in my empirical chapters I seek to move children ‘in and out of focus’ (Kraftl, 2020), centring child-adult interactions as mutual sites of becoming (otherwise). 
[bookmark: _Toc213581748]1.4.2 Family as a contested concept
Although significant work on family geographies has emerged in recent years (Hall, 2011, 2019; Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson, 2014; Jupp, 2016; Tarrant and Hall, 2020), a focus on families remains marginal in the discipline. Children’s geographies is conceptually and methodologically dedicated to understanding children and young people’s social and political agency (Evans et al., 2019, p. 503). The relations children have with family and other significant adults is often sidelined as a consequence of the desire to strengthen the voice and agency of young people. A relevant example here is burgeoning literature on youth climate activism (Trott, 2021; Pickard, 2022; Sloan Morgan et al., 2024) where questions remain about the relations youth activists have with the parents, carers and other significant adults in their lives (Skovdal and Benwell, 2021). (How) are parents and other family members engaging with the activism of their children? Are they supportive, antagonistic, ignorant or dismissive? How does youth activism and climate politics surface in everyday family lives and relations? These questions remain unanswered but offer an important dimension for understanding the ways in which ecological agency is constituted and expressed across generational divides. 
Within human geography more broadly, a focus on relationality, intimacy and care has sought to extend analysis to relations beyond the family.  Family is considered to be too narrow to contain the sheer diversity of caring practices, kinship relations and intimate affects that make up significant social relations (Stacey, 1993; Roseneil and Budgeon, 2004), and indeed, uncritical accounts of family can serve to normalise and reproduce exclusionary notions of the ‘ideal’ family. Whilst family relations are not necessarily superior or more important than other relationships, ‘family remains of importance to people as a distinct, designated aspect of their everyday lives’ (Morgan, 2013) in different ways, at different times, for different people. Family settings and relations are foundational for many young children in particular; families continue to matter in different ways across the life course, and how they come to matter is thoroughly political.
Geographers have sought to account for the multiplicity  of family through empirical analysis of the specific ways everyday family lives are both embedded within and work to (re)negotiate cultural, political and moral norms (Jensen and Tyler, 2012; Jupp, 2016; Tarrant and Hall, 2020). The lens of family, whilst being characterised by diverse and multiple relations of care, obligation and power, offers an understanding of subjects as always, already embedded in complex, interdependent and affective socialities. Although heteronormative ideology continues to stalk the boundaries of family, research into diverse contemporary family practices and politics which attend to the multiple roles that family play in the formation of subjects[footnoteRef:6] offer vital tool for continuing to disrupt the universalising tendencies of ‘family’ and its exclusions. [6:  The roles of family here are multiple in the sense that family is both an ideological construct, mobilised to shape and govern subjects, but also the context in which intergenerational, social, cultural and moral norms are negotiated and reworked across and between family members. Equally it is multiple in the sese that family socialisation can be both beneficial and harmful to individual family members, as well as to the overall cohesion of family as relations of ‘closely-knit selves’ (McCarthy, 2012)] 

Whilst the family can be generative of relations, capacities and politics, it is also a site of constraint (Tarrant and Hall, 2020). As alluded to above, in times of crisis, family life is increasingly scrutinised and regulated, where parents are dually positioned both a cause of ‘social problems’ and made responsible for mitigating their effects. This is part of a longer trend of neoliberal responsibilisation, in which parents are made responsible for the wellbeing and successes of their children in spite of structural, embodied and material inequalities which shape educational attainment and health (Wilkinson et al., 2021; Holloway, Pimlott-Wilson and Whewall, 2024, 2024). The discursive intensification of parenting combined with the demands of neoliberal working conditions  and the invisibilised, often gendered, labour of caring, provisioning and other housework (Hamilton, 2019) can leave little room for activities dedicated to public and community life (Tarrant and Hall, 2020). This is not to downplay the role of parents and caregivers in formal political activity; rather to point towards the idea that parents, particularly those of young children are typically time poor, and such time pressures are distributed unequally across differently positioned bodies and subjectivities. This can lead to their exclusion from the realms of public politics yet, the activity of caring is inherently political, even where such politics don’t appear to register in the public realm (MacGregor, 2004). This is vital for considering the role of family relations and practices as contributing in various ways to shifting and emerging environmental politics, some of which are publicly visible such as XR families, whilst others are more intimately expressed in the relations between children and significant familial others. 
1.4.3 [bookmark: _Toc213581749]Reconceptualising child-parent relations 
Taking family as the starting point for dynamic, multidirectional, intra-active processes of how we come to know, be and act in the world (Barad, 2007) offers a lens for foregrounding relationality in the construction of agency[footnoteRef:7]. A focus on family enables an analytic move away from the responsible, radically individual, sovereign subject, towards a deeper sense of connectedness (McCarthy, 2012) and more capacious notions of care, response-ability and multispecies flourishing. Younger children aged 4-11 are the starting point for enquiry in this study. The reasons for this are two-fold – the first is that in the UK, this primary school age group tends to be more materially and physically dependent on adult family members than older children. Their mobility across and access to spaces is significantly influenced by their parents and other primary carers[footnoteRef:8]. At the same time, young children are generally underrepresented in emerging research on ‘youth climate movements’ (Skovdal and Benwell, 2021) and the wider geographies of environmental politics, which have sought to give agency and voice to older children and young adults. Younger children are often assumed to lack agency and capacity, situated as passive learners rather than knowers (Murris and Borcherds, 2019), as dependent care-recipients rather than enrolled in co-dependent relations of care giving and receiving (Evans et al., 2019) and as inhabiting apolitical worlds rather than as being actively engaged in shaping their cultures and societies (Nolas, 2021). Attending and noticing with and through young children in ‘family friendly’ sites offers one way to recognising learning, knowing and becoming as multidirectional processes across and between generations; unsettling the ways in which adults are positioned as the rational knower and political actor in intergenerational framings of climate change. [7:  New materialist feminists radically expand the concept of relationality and interdependency beyond social interactions in order to account for the inseparability of human and non-human entanglements (Barad) or naturecultures (Haraway). Agency does not exist a priori of (social) relations, but is co-constituted through the intra-actions between multiple, overlapping human and non-human forces, affects, inheritances and materialities (REF). Within this approach, the construct of the family is critiqued for its role in reproducing the separation of social and natural, through the value ascribed to intimate human relations and social practices of family which obscure wider relational entanglements and their ethico-political demands. Donna Haraway has been particularly forthright in her critique of family, ‘I am sick to death of bonding through kinship and “the family,” and I long for models of solidarity and human unity and difference rooted in friendship, work, partially shared purposes, intractable collective pain, inescapable mortality, and persistent hope’ (1997:265). Disavowing human-centric notions of ‘family’ she seeks to cultivate kin relations with companion species as a means to develop response-abilities and caring relations with more-than-human others. Her famous slogan ‘Make Kin not Babies’ is a call to disrupt the reprocentrism of heteronormative, anthropocentric family structures, situating relations of care, obligation and responsiveness within wider entanglements of human and non-human kin. As I argue, despite critique, family continues to be a powerful, emotive and political category which is constitutive of everyday relations.]  [8:  Throughout the study I use parents as an inclusive term for those who are the primary carers for young children. This may include legal guardians; adoptive, foster or other non-biological parents, grandparents or other relatives who have primary responsibility for a child, as well as parents who are involved in their children’s lives but do not have sole responsibility for their children. I explore parent-child relations as one expression of intergenerational adult-child relations in order to open up avenues for researching broader child-adult relations in Anthropocene times.  ] 

Methodologically, capturing the emergence of environmental subjectivity is challenging; an ethnographic approach which attends to interactions, encounters and affects across family sites offers one way to glimpse the complex entanglements of such critical moments. The spaces explored in this study all aim to inform, educate and motivate families to know about and act in relation to environmental crises, foregrounding intersubjective encounters with environmental narratives. Through analysing the interactions which take place in these spaces, I have come to conceptualise them as heterotopic spaces. As heterotopic spaces, they play a vital role in providing space and imaginative resources for reflecting on ethical and political questions. Crucially, they offer a break from the rhythms and routines everyday family life, which have been subject to increasing scrutiny, responsibilisation and moralisation. In contrast to everyday spaces, heterotopic spaces enable different kinds of atmospheres, affects and affordances to emerge; as temporally and spatially distinct from everyday spaces, they are gathering sites which enable reflexive, open-ended encounters (Johnson, 2013). Heterotopic sites position both adults and children as learning, becoming subjects. The methodological challenges of attending to dialogic, affective and performative encounters in heterotopic spaces are explored in Chapter 3, where a fuller account of heterotopia as method is given.
Drawing on affect theory as developed in Angharad Closs-Stephens recent work, National Affects (A. E. Closs Stephens, 2022), I consider the affective intensities which emerge between the governing rationalities which shape the sites I have chosen, and the heterogenous encounters which take place within them. These affective encounters trouble the apparent order, creating political openings, however fleeting, for the emergence of agential capacities which extend beyond the figure of the responsible, individual human. This thesis critically interrogates the affects of responsibilisation as a core strategy of neoliberal governance, employed in environmental policy, campaigns and discourse and reproduced in sites of environmental pedagogy. Putting parent-child relations at the heart of my analysis, I develop an account of the family as a site of emerging environmental politics.  
[bookmark: _Toc213581750]1.5 Caveats
Whilst this thesis details the ways in which children and child-like sensibilities can trouble the apparent order of neoliberal environmentalism through generating questions, affects and encounters which unsettle the figure of the responsible individual, I take care to avoid making children responsible or suggesting that they hold ‘the answer’.  There is no single answer to the multiple, overlapping crises of socio-natural entanglements we find ourselves in; instead, there are myriad small and not so small ways through which we might work towards worlds which enable multispecies flourishing. I do not naively argue that the kinds of interactions detailed in the empirical chapters area all that is needed for radical socio-economic change on the scale required to mitigate the worst excesses of high consumption lifestyles and planetary destruction. Nevertheless, interactions at the microscale matter, materially, politically and affectively. They matter to individual lives and livelihoods, they matter to the emergence of collectives and they matter for appreciating that things may one day be otherwise (A. Closs Stephens, 2022). Fleeting encounters may not come to much on their own, but they hold potential; they sediment and take shape over time, they bubble up and spill over, sometimes without warning. Here politics is understood as fragile, dynamic, mobile (Ahmed, 2004; Seigworth and Gregg, 2010; Massumi, 2015; A. Closs Stephens, 2022) – where the possibility of change is always present and ongoing. The project of attending to and amplifying potential through attending to the ‘not yet’ of encounters (see 2.2.) is vital to grappling with other ways of being in the world -  modes of knowing-doing which refuse human exceptionalism and heroic narratives of salvation and instead seek recuperative strategies for grappling with the entanglements of human-natures (Taylor, 2017, 2020)). I offer a reparative reading of the sites of environmental politics – an analysis that points towards the potentials of being otherwise rather than seeking to reveal oppressive forces (Sedgwick, 2003) or point people towards their political place (Bodden, 2023).
Across these opening chapters, there is a tension which emerges between a pragmatic but human-centric approach to relations of power and the discursive shaping of human subjectivity, and a more speculative approach to the intra-active entanglements which through which heterogenous agents mutually emerge.  I consider how feminist, post-human and new materialist theories have recast agency to move ethical and political questions beyond such a narrow, exceptionalist conception of human agency. Whilst motivated to think with and through post-human conceptualisations, the empirical focus of the thesis is the ways in which human children and their parents navigate environmentalism as a concern which shapes the social worlds we inhabit. Drawing on post-human conceptions of agency enables a move beyond the narrow conception of individual responsibility which has dominated mainstream environmentalism for almost 40 years, instead asking where new forms of relation are emerging; what kind of interactions, encounters and affects open up possibilities for other ways of knowing-being-acting in the world.
1.6 [bookmark: _Toc213581751]Thesis Structure
Chapter 1
In this chapter, I have introduced my research aims and questions; broadly how children and their parents come to know, be and act in relation to ecological crisis as a dominant framing of contemporary human-nature relations. I am particularly interested in tracing how the figure of the responsible individual circulates and is reinforced, reworked or unsettled in spatial encounters with environmentalism. I have situated my study within existing literature on the family as a site of moral and political subject formation. The work I have surveyed remains firmly centred on the politics and ethics of relations between humans. This thesis extends this work to consider how ethical and political orientations towards more than human others and environmental commons emerge between children and their parents, where both children and adults are conceptualised as becoming environmental subjects. That is to say, environmental subjecthood emerges as an ongoing process, through dynamic interactions and fleeting moments which may seem insignificant but contain the potential for reworking ethical and political relations within more-than-human worlds towards more capacious notions of care and response-ability. 
Chapter 2
In Chapter 2, I introduce and define the key concepts that inform the thesis, situating the study within contemporary environmental politics to highlight what is at stake in examining how environmental responsibility is experienced and negotiated by children and their parents. In the second half of the chapter, I introduce Affect Theory and Common World Scholarship as the theoretical framework on which I hang my analysis. Whilst I draw on other theoretical insights in the empirical chapters, Common World remains a guiding ethos for the study, whilst the affective intensities of the sites fundamentally shape and are shaped by the spatial encounters which take place within them.
I introduce Anthropocene as a heuristic for understanding contemporary socio-natural entanglements as novel; it marks a fundamental shift in the socio-material realities, demanding a rethink of what it means to be human. I go on to trace how ‘the environment’ has become a matter of public concern in the UK through environmental governance which mobilises individual responsibility as the primary mode of environmental subjecthood. I argue that this mode of human agency is both limited and limiting, instead looking to more capacious notions of more-than-human care and response-ability for recasting agency in Anthropocene times. This allows me to ask: what kinds of ethical and political relations emerge between adults and children when human-natures are understood as mutually co-constitutive? I go on to survey emerging literature on the role of affect and emotion in environmental politics. Of particular interest for this study is the ways in which apocalyptic imaginaries of environmental crisis intermingle with discursive responsibilisation to generate potent affects which circulate between children and adults and can be particularly troubling for those with caring responsibilities. 
In the final section of this chapter, I consider children as environmental subjects through the notion of the post-human child as theorised within Common Worlds approaches. I demonstrate how Common Worlds theory can be productively extended beyond formal sites of education to other sites of environmental pedagogy which are aimed at families. I conclude by arguing that children, including the very young, play an active role in the shaping of environmental subjects and politics, as intra-active agents in ongoing processes of becoming. Common Worlds practitioners reject notions of spectacular rupture required for radical change, instead actively seeking change through ‘minor stories’ (Taylor, 2020) and modest strategies of recuperation. It is an approach which urges researchers to ‘keep working at ways of becoming more worldly through focusing upon our entangled relations with the more-than-human world, refusing human exceptionalism and heroic narratives of salvation’ (Taylor, 2017, 1458)
Chapter 3
In this methodology chapter, I outline the ethnographic approach I took to capture affective intensities, embodied interactions and fleeting encounters which I observed and experienced in the chosen sites. Ethnography is conceptualised here as a process of bricolage, which involves both the improvisation of methods to best fit the task and the collection of a variety of data types in order to develop a meaningful composition which responds to the research questions. This included attending each of the sites as a time limited ‘event ethnography’, an autoethnography of the festival and museum exhibition which I visited with my family members, formal interviews with parents activists who attended the family protest, informal conversations with attendees, staff, organisers and performers across all three sites, and the collection and analysis of a range of other materials including photographs, related social media posts, feedback cards, timetables, strategic documents, etc. Piecing together these fragments allows for a more holistic representation of each site to help situate parent-child encounters within each site. I go on to explain the ways in which I attended to children’s encounters in the space, tuning into their idiosyncratic modes of communication (Nolas, Aruldoss and Varvantakis, 2019); considering their embodied movements through space (Hackett, 2016) and encounters with non-human objects (Rooney, 2019; Tembo, 2024a) as sense-making practices; and noticing moments of intergenerational recognition and misrecognition (Kallio, 2016). 
I provide an overview of the chosen sites; Our Broken Planet at the Natural History Museum, The Festival of Thrift and The Big One, an XR protest. The conceptual starting point for choosing these sites was an assumption that they contained potential as ‘other than everyday sites’ – that is heterotopic spaces which provide a temporal break from everyday rhythms and routines, offering a space to ‘float and think big’ (Berlant and Greenwald, 2012). They are also understood throughout the thesis as pedagogic sites, that is sites which aim to inform, educate and mobilise publics. The choice of sites is justified with reference to the overlapping of these two characteristics.  I discuss some of the ethical dilemmas which arose in the course of the project, with a particular focus on navigating the dual subjectivity of parent-researcher (Adler and Adler, 1996; Matthiesen and Szulevicz, 2018). Finally, I discuss the limitations of the study, in which the framings and findings of the study reflect a particular set of concerns, affects, politics and relations which are cis-gendered, racially coded, and classed. My positionality and personal anxieties have significantly shaped this research; autoethnographic reflections included to illuminate the emergence of environmental subjecthood (with)in families in the UK as giving rise to political and ethical questions which trouble the figure of the responsible individual. Nevertheless, it feeds into a tendency to centre white affect in ecological struggles whilst the bodies, lives and livelihoods of black and majority world peoples are disproportionately impacted by climate and environmental change. 
Chapter 4
Chapter 4 is the first of three ethnographic chapters, each of which focuses on a different site. The chapter centres ethnographic research at the temporary exhibition, Our Broken Planet at the Natural History Museum, London. The overarching narrative of the exhibit is that the planet is damaged, but a combination of scientific research and individual action will bring about the transformative changes needed to restore ecological balance. In this chapter I consider how children’s questions, interjections and embodied sense-making within the exhibition can open a range of ethico-political questions which require further consideration. Paying attention to how family groups interact within this space, I illustrate how children’s environmental zeal can rub up against apathy and boredom, as well as how a child-like sense of morality can open up ethical dilemmas to which adults are expected to respond.  The exhibition tells stories of human-nature entanglements through transgressive objects and monstrous assemblages; I highlight how these are enrolled in affective and emotive encounters.  I argue that the ways in which children move around and interact with/in the exhibition can break through adult sensibilities, mobilities and expectations, opening possibilities for thinking otherwise about the ethico-political challenges of Anthropocene. Natural History Museums face significant challenges in breaking away from the human-nature binary underlying their historical and epistemological foundations, and the overarching narrative of the museum retains a focus on the individual human agent who must take responsibility for ‘fixing’ the planet. However, paying attention to the micro dynamics of the space demonstrates how the imperative of individual responsibility is negotiated, ignored or reappropriated by family visitors, whilst also illustrating how the exhibit becomes part of ethical sense-making that extends beyond the museum walls. 
Chapter 5
Chapter 5 draws on observations and autoethnography at the Festival of Thrift, a two-day sustainability festival in Redcar. The focus of the festival is the reduction of consumption and waste through thrifty behaviours, but rather than the usual dour, self-righteous or moralising affects that often accompany environmental responsibility (Seymour, 2018; Bosworth, 2020), here environmentalism is expressed through joy, creativity, play and the absurd. Although organised within a framework of neoliberal environmentalism, the festival generates a space of ambivalence – in which the absurd, the ironic and the humorous jostle rub up against rejoinders to ‘do one’s bit’.  I expand on this in more detail through a series of vignettes which consider how the festival enables adults and children to engage in play, creativity and the performance of worlds to come. I argue that the festival site engenders more horizonal relations between adults and children through cultivating child-like sensibilities - generating opportunities to for making-sense of environmental crisis beyond the deadening affects of individual responsibility. In the festival site, pleasure, play and communal flourishing are centred in a confrontation with ecological crises. Thinking with and through childhood sensibilities reorients ethical and political relations with more than human others and the environmental commons, creating space for more inclusive and capacious modes of environmentalism to emerge
Chapter 6
Chapter 6 introduces The Big One, a four-day climate protest held in Westminster in April 2023 organised by Extinction Rebellion and other environmental groups. A core focus of this event was participation and recruitment; with organisers seeking to make the event accessible and friendly. Drawing on ethnography the event, interviews with participants and autoethnography of my own experiences of climate activism, I argue that protest spaces offer children and adults the opportunity to make sense of ecological crisis and agency anew. Climate activism is explored in this chapter as an ongoing journey of unlearning responsibility via neoliberal environmentalism and developing new modes of response together – intergenerationally within families and interrelationally within a community of activists. I illustrate this through three themes; family friendly protest, the figure of the child and parenting for climate futures. Section 6.2, Family Friendly Protests, describes the ways in which children’s presence with/in adult centric protests shape the space. Transgressive and politically charged protest spaces open up questions and modes of expressions that children may not otherwise encounter. Here, children’s curiosity and sense-making become prompts for adults to make sense anew; I describe encounters where adults take the time to translate difficult realties to their children. In Section 6.3, I consider how the figure of the child is a powerfully affective motif which circulates within XR. I demonstrate how this mediates or enters into relationships which activists have with their own children. Finally in section 6.4, I explore how parent climate activists engage in various modes of ‘climate conscious parenting’ as a prefigurative practice at the microscale of the family. Overall, this chapter explores how parents and children co-create forms of climate awareness and activism through everyday family life. Parenting in the climate crisis becomes a moral and political vocation, requiring humility, improvisation, and resistance. Through collective care and affective attachments, families cultivate hopeful, relational ways of living and feeling in response to ecological uncertainty.
Chapter 7
Chapter 7 concludes this thesis by revisiting the research questions and outlining how I have responded to them. I draw out four key arguments that run throughout the empirical chapters and outline the contributions I make to existing scholarship. The key arguments I outline in this final chapter are 
1. The family is an important and often overlooked site of environmental politics, where child–adult interactions in spaces of environmental pedagogy can unsettle dominant human–nature binaries and neoliberal framings of environmental subjectivity. Here parent-child encounters are understood as catalysts for emerging modes of response-ability
2. Children are disruptive agents who recast agency through embodied and affective encounters. Throughout my empirical chapters, children are considered as agents of disruption; unsettling, challenging or questioning the normative ethics of neoliberal environmentalism through encounters in each space. 
3. Heterogenous, overlapping and sometimes contradictory affects circulate throughout my sites, which I characterise as ambivalence. I argue that embracing ambivalence is necessary to enable more capacious modes of ethical response (beyond individual responsibility) to emerge
4. All three of the sites are characterised as heterotopic space – I argue that these spaces are vital to sustaining and enlivening critical, creative and convivial environmental politics.
I conclude this chapter by outlining three areas for future research which would extend the insights of this thesis. 

[bookmark: _Toc213581752]

Chapter 2 Concepts and theoretical framing
[bookmark: _Toc213581753]2.1 Research concepts
In this chapter, I introduce and define key concepts mobilised throughout the thesis to both contextualise the study of environmental politics in contemporary times, and to outline what is at stake in tracing how and where environmental responsibility surfaces and is navigated by children and their parents. I begin by introducing the Anthropocene as a heuristic for acknowledging the stakes of the contemporary moment. I use it throughout the thesis as a catch all term for the overlapping climate and environmental challenges to the sustainability of multispecies life on earth. I trace how ‘the environment’ has taken form as a matter of concern in the UK through environmental governance and the mobilisation of individual responsibility, in order to critique a narrow conception of environmentalism expressed primarily through ‘lifestyle choices’. I refer to this throughout the thesis as ‘neoliberal environmentalism’. Attending to responsibility allows me to trace how the state has attempted to shape environmental subjecthood through techniques of responsibilisation and hold this in tension with other modes of response articulated through feminist notions of care and post-humanist conceptualisations of agency. This allows me to ask - what kinds of ethico-political relations emerge when humans and their environments are understood as mutually co-constitutive? Response-ability and new materialist concepts of agency offer modes of thinking-being that enable a reshaping of the relations between humans and non-humans. Thinking through a post-human lens allows me to reconceptualise the interactions between children and adults in my empirical chapters, to attend to how the notion of individual responsibility is exceeded, distorted, ignored, reworked or accepted across the three sites. It provides a framework for recognising how the logic of neoliberal environmentalism and the individually responsible subject are fraying, and where other modes of response are emerging. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581754]2.1.1 Anthropocene Subjects
Anthropocene has become shorthand for human driven changes to the global environmental systems and services which allow human civilisations to survive and flourish (Steffen, Crutzen and McNeill, 2007). The scale of these changes ‘represents a profound shift in the relationship between humans and the rest of nature (ibid:614). I introduce it here to illustrate the stakes of this project, and to signify the significance of the contemporary moment. Understood critically, the Anthropocene epoch demands nothing less than a total rethink of the foundations of Western political subjectivity, that is, the basis on which think, know and act in the world (Latour, 2014; Collard, Dempsey and Sundberg, 2015; Chakrabarty, 2018). Anthropocene as a framing performs two functions in this thesis. The first is to acknowledge the current conjuncture we are living through, widening the lens beyond ‘climate crisis’ to account for a wider complex of ecological problems on a range of scales (Chakrabarty, 2017). The second follows from acknowledging the scale of the challenges that Anthropocene presents for the flourishing of life on earth, that is how to conceptualise political subjectivity in Anthropocene times. The rapid spread of the notion of Anthropocene for naming our current epoch means that that people are increasingly compelled to think of their agency in planetary terms, not only conceptually but in their everyday decisions and practices. The conceptual shift to Anthropocene, together with the realities of living through, with and alongside climate and environmental crises is ushering in new modes of environmental politics and publics (Bulkeley, 2019). 
I refer to Anthropocene times throughout the thesis along with ‘contemporary moment’ and ‘ecological crises’ as a catch all term for the planetary scale of socio-ecological challenges, and the need to rethink the ontological basis of human agency which animates environmental governance at a range of scales. I do this in part to move away from a conceptualisation of ‘climate change’ and ‘climate crisis’ as the ecological problem ‘sine qua non’ (Hulme, 2009) to recognise climate change as one symptom among many caused by the capitalist logic which dominates human-nature relations. The use of ‘crisis’ to frame the current moment has been critiqued for invoking a short-term perspective which both obscures the historical and enduring crises faced by indigenous, colonised and marginalised populations (Whyte, 2020a) as well as ushering in emergency modes of response which involve increasingly authoritarian governance practices (Adey and Anderson, 2012). Nevertheless, I retain this phrasing as it reflects contemporary public discourse in the UK, shaping everyday accounts of ecological change as demonstrated in my empirical chapters. Although I retain the term crisis for its colloquial significance, I critically interrogate the notion of the planet in crisis in Chapter 4 and apocalyptic imaginaries of crisis in Chapter 6.  
 The naming of the Anthropocene has prompted debates around what it means to be human; our place and agency in the world (Latour, 2014; Collard, Dempsey and Sundberg, 2015; Gibson, Rose and Fincher, 2015; Hamilton, 2015; Kraftl, Taylor and Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2020). Humans are can no longer be understood primarily as socio-political subjects who act in relation to nature, Anthropocene subjects are geological subjects whose actions both shape and are shaped by earth systems. Socio-political structures and natural forces are entangled in ways which have been historically obscured by the figure of the sovereign individual, a human agent who is radically separate from and acts upon passive ‘nature’. The acknowledgement that human and non-human natures cannot be separated calls forth new human subjects, subjects who are entangled with the earth’s processes in ways which exceed political theories of subjecthood, agency and civic duty.  These debates speak directly to a moral imperative to ‘take responsibility’, because a sense of responsibility relies on the identification of the self as an agent who has the capacity to act (Eden, 1993). Anthropocene thus provides a heuristic that frames my concerns with political subjecthood, human agency and responsibility in contemporary times.
Whilst on the surface, the concept of Anthropocene invokes the figure of the universal human[footnoteRef:9], suggesting that all humans are equally responsible for the vast changes we are witnessing across a range of earth systems, its value lies in pointing out the profound socio-material shifts we are currently living through at large temporal and physical scales that social scientists are not accustomed to thinking with. It offers a heuristic to frame my concerns with political subjecthood, human agency and responsibility in contemporary times. I use the term Anthropocene times throughout the thesis as shorthand for the overlapping ecological crises which threaten the sustainability and flourishing of multispecies life on earth, including but not limited to climate change, biodiversity loss, global heating, ocean acidification, plastic pollution and the waste crisis.  [9:  I acknowledge and am sympathetic to critiques of the nomenclature of Anthropocene and the development of explicitly political accounts of the contemporary conjuncture which better attend to the  unevenness in both the vulnerabilities to and responsibilities for ecological destruction (Haraway, 2016; Parenti and Moore, 2016; Yusoff, 2018). I engage with critiques of universal figure of the human further in Chapter 4. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc213581755]2.1.2 Environmentalism
Anthropocene forces a reckoning with the entanglements of human and non-human natures, an acknowledgement that the social and the ecological are not, and have never been, separate. The legacy of Cartesian dualism in Western philosophy which underpins the binary divisions of mind and matter, humans and nature, continues to influence scientific and political theory today. Viewing the environment and its non-human inhabitants as merely ‘matter’ led to a mechanistic view of nature as resource for the development of human resources, paving the way for colonial expansionism and capitalist exploitation. The idea that there might be limits to environmental exploitation at the planetary scale was not seriously considered until the mid-20th Century (Eden, 2009). The significant socio-ecological changes wrought by the industrial revolution, led to the construction and representation of environment as a matter of concern –  a thing which people are moved by or become attached to in such a way that they form a public (Latour, 2005). Environmental concern is often traced to conservationist movements of the late 19th Century, associated with notions of a romanticised version of nature as idyll or as wilderness, untouched by humans (Cronon, 1996; Braun, 2002). As the environmental impacts of unchecked industrial development and exploitation began to emerge, the environment came to be understood as fragile, damaged and in need of protection. This latter understanding has dominated the politics and publics of environmentalism since the beginnings of grassroots movements in the early 1960s (Eden, 2009)becoming enshrined in environmental governance and policy discourse from the 1980s onwards (Hajer, 1997). Whilst well intentioned; mainstream (Butler, 2017; Hammond, 2021) or modern environmentalism (Pepper, 1996), retains the concept of environment as a ‘thing out there’ which human agents can act on behalf of or directly on in order to shape ecological outcomes. This is problematic because it fails to grasp the agential capacity of non-human actors and thus cannot adequately deal with the socio-material, political and ethical dilemmas of the entanglements of Anthropocene. At the same time, it retains the colonial and capitalist ontologies that are at the root of climate and ecological crises. 
Neoliberal environmentalism shares the same ontological basis of earlier forms of environmentalism, although there are differences in the mode of response. Mainstream environmentalism may be conceived as emerging from early environmental movements and is generally aligned with groups and organisations who consider ‘nature’ to be intrinsically valuable and in need of human protection, modern environmentalism and neoliberal environmentalism are modes of governance enacted by state actors and those with commercial interests. Within a neoliberal approach, nature is considered as resources and services which can be governed, and environmental issues are resolved through the application of neoliberal economics. Instead of focusing on regulation, collective responsibility, or state-led solutions, it treats the environment as something that can be managed through market mechanisms, private property, and individual consumer choices (Fletcher, 2010).
This is a necessarily brief history of how environmental politics has taken shape in the UK and beyond. Historically, just as now, understandings of environment both as the physical surroundings in which we live and as a more abstract imaginary are multiple and contested. In this thesis I engage with two modes of environmental politics which are mutually constitutive (Mansfield et al., 2015). The first is environmentalism, broadly defined as a concern for or desire to bring about particular kinds of socio-natures. The second is the struggle for power over the ways in which environment is known or understood, by different actors, for different ends. Rather than signalling the end of environmentalism, a recognition of socioecological entanglements draws attention to the proliferation of multiple environmentalisms ‘as people aim to nurture the kinds of socio-natures they envision’ (ibid, 284). The expansion in the sites, spaces and publics of environmentalism make it difficult the chart the bewilderingly complex landscape of interventions which seek to (re)shape socio-natures. Studies of the everyday encounters with environmental affects and discourses are vital to understanding who thinks about the environment, when and how (Agrawal, 2005) in order to critically analyse the potentialities and constraints of contemporary and future environmental politics. Drawing on post-human concepts of multispecies worlds widens the analysis of the ethical dimensions of different environmental politics, broadening out the question of who benefits and who loses to include the multiple non-human actors enrolled in socio-ecological entanglements.  ‘How target populations negotiate the specific subject positions promoted by different environmentalities (Fletcher, 2010, p. 314) remains vital to understanding how environmentalism continues to be productive of relations of power in and through everyday encounters; and how such encounters contest, resist, shift and creatively reappropriate ‘dominant’ discourses. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581756]2.1.3 Responsibility and environmental politics
Responsibility can be broadly defined as having the capacity to be accountable for one’s actions, their consequences and their relationships with others. It implies an ability to recognise, respond to, and take ownership of the effects of one’s actions or inactions.  In Western political philosophy, responsibility involves reckoning with causality - that is, understanding that one’s actions have consequences; accountability - being answerable to others for the impacts of one’s actions; and obligation - moral duties or commitments to act in a certain way. Questions of responsibility are central to environmental politics, in that they are concerned with the question of where responsibility lies for historical and ongoing ecological harm, how actors can be held to account for ecological harm and who are they accountable to. At the heart of this model of responsibility is the notion of a sovereign individual agent, who acts intentionally and rationally. This notion of agency is invoked in the figure of the responsible individual, which I explore in more detail below. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581757]2.1.4 The figure of the responsible individual
In this section I illustrate how in the UK, the state has attempted to shape environmental subjecthood through responsibilisation and argue that this approach has hampered the ability to grapple with the complexity of socio-natures. Responsibilisation as a neoliberal strategy of governance, conceptualises agency in terms of choice, the individual becomes responsible for making the ‘right’ choice out of a plethora of options (Rose, 1992, 1999). It both relies upon and reinforces the idea of a radically autonomous human actor who operates freely and rationally. Policy measures are designed to promote individualised responsibility by guiding, informing and encouraging individuals to act in a particular way by choice (Thrift, 2004; Soneryd and Uggla, 2015). As a neoliberal mode of governance, increased individual responsibility is associated with the rollback of state support and provision, whereby an individual’s health, financial security, social standing and fulfilment of their aspirations is conceived as being a result of the choices they make (Rose, 1992).  This fails to consider the differing resources that individuals have at their disposal to act in particular ways, as well as structural inequalities which structure a person’s socio-economic positioning and the choices available to them. Responsibilisation as a governing principle fails to acknowledge how a person’s choices are limited by a variety of socio-economic factors as well as how the way a person acts or behaves is relational rather than entirely free and autonomous. 
Neoliberal environmentalism applies techniques of responsibilisation to specific, often narrowly defined, environmental problems. It is an approach which enables the principle of free and unfettered markets to be upheld, whereby environmental politics become articulated in terms of consumption choices. Neoliberal environmentalism also employs a range of other market-based solutions, such as carbon credits, which seek to resolve environmental problems without inhibiting economic growth through maintaining the economic status quo (McAfee, 1999). Individual responsibility has become the key discourse through which agency is understood in relation to ecological crisis (Maniates, 2001; Paterson and Stripple, 2010; Soneryd and Uggla, 2015). This mode of response is problematic not only because it pushes the onus of responsibility onto individual actors for systemic problems, such that any activity only superficially addresses the issue, it also makes it hard to imagine and thus enact other modes of response. Other modes of response are desperately required, since neoliberal environmentalism appropriates the ‘crisis’ in ways which make capitalism stronger, worsening  environmental destruction (Stoner, 2021). Imagining and enacting, or advocating for, other modes of response is limited partly because of the affects of environmentalism and responsibilisation, discussed further below. Individual responsibility has become the normative framework for environmental concern because it is based in the concept of human agency at the heart of the political subject; a notion of subjecthood which is taken for granted but is not well suited to the challenges of Anthropocene.
The figure of the responsible individual has been at the heart of environmental governance in the UK since the emergence of modern environmental policy discourse in the late 1980s (Hajer, 1997). In this ‘end-of-pipeline’ approach, the environmental load of households and everyday activities are constituted as a key target for government campaigns and interventions which aim to shape or nudge behaviours towards a reduction in consumption of resources such as fuel, energy, and consumer goods (Hinchliffe, 1996; Shove, 2010). Such ‘technologies of responsibilisation’ are not the only mode of environmental governance; they exist alongside a range of other interventions including policy instruments such as legislation and taxes – e.g. the introduction of low emissions zones, as well the distribution of responsibilities to other actors, such as businesses, local authorities and other institutions through regulatory frameworks (Soneryd and Uggla, 2015). However, over the last 30 years ongoing constructions of the responsible environmental citizen have fundamentally shaped ethical norms in relation to matters of environmental concern, public perceptions of the causes of ecological crises and the politics of responding. 
In the UK, early examples of responsibilisation in environmental policy making and governmental campaigns include ‘Helping the earth begins at Home’ launched in 1992 by the Department of the Environment. This followed on from the Brundtland Report’s (1987) injunction to ‘Think local, act Global’, and explicitly linked activities in the home with environmental problems understood to be distant and global in scale. The effect was to absolve government of their responsibility to act through fiscal measures, instead reducing their role to one of supporting and encouraging people to act on the microscale to gain from incremental benefits at the national or global scale (Hinchliffe, 1996). A further campaign ‘Are you doing your bit?’ was launched in 1999 to promote the reduction of resource consumption in the home through small actions that can be achieved with little cost or effort (Hobson, 2004). The implementation of such policies has long relied on various environmental NGOs – such as WasteWatch, Sustrans and Global action plan UK (ibid), embedding the logic of individual responsibility for responding to global scale environmental across a whole range of actors and agencies beyond the state. More recent interventions include translating carbon accountancy to the household or individual scale, through Personal Carbon Allowances or individual carbon footprint which seek to regulate carbon emissions through the construction of the ‘Low-Carbon self’ (Paterson and Stripple, 2010; Luke, 2016).  The idea of being able to ‘save the planet’ through simple, low-cost actions in the home which require little sacrifice or adjustment to the overall status quo holds immense appeal, with news media and popular culture from films to children’s books contributing to the normalisation of this message (Maniates, 2001; Echterling, 2016; McCormack, K. Martin and Williams, 2021). Across all three of my empirical sites, the figure of the responsible individual surfaces in different ways. In the museum one of the key messages of the exhibit is that individual actions can make big changes, whilst the festival is explicitly about reducing waste through thrift. Although the overarching message of XR is to push responsibility back onto state and corporate actors, many of the activists I spoke to articulated individual lifestyle choices as part of their activism. This is not to argue that individuals shouldn’t act in ways which reduce their ecological impact, but rather to point out that where this becomes the dominant mode of response it fails to grapple with the radical system changes required to adequate grapple with the scale of Anthropocene challenges (Maniates, 2001; Dobson, 2007; Rutherford, 2007; Connolly and Prothero, 2008). The sphere of ethical and political activity becomes narrowly defined in terms of normative environmentally friendly choices that an individual can and should make within a free market. 
The theory of change underlying responsibilisation is that if everyone makes small changes in their everyday behaviour and activities to reduce their consumption of resources, the aggregation of change across the population will reduce national resource consumption overall. The individual is a consumer-citizen who makes choices which shape the market through the mechanism of supply and demand, limiting the need to impose market restrictions on industries and producers(Hobson, 2004). It is an ‘end of pipeline approach’ which relies on a heavily critiqued theory of behavioural change which fails to tackle greenhouse gas emissions, material pollution and overproduction at its source (Shove, 2010).  Such neoliberal environmentalism is increasingly recognised as failing to meet its longer term aims, as global temperatures continue to rise, greenhouse gas emissions have only grown over the last 30 years and issues such as rainforest depletion and biodiversity loss continue (Fletcher, 2017).
The figure of the responsible individual has emerged as a normative framework for judging ethical behaviour in relation to environmental problems within the UK and beyond. Neoliberal environmentalism is the ordering principle that underlies individual responsibilisation as a mode of response, in which responsibility for ‘the environment’ is transferred away from state and economic actors to individuals. It has the effect of upholding the free market principle, as it makes individual consumer-citizens accountable for their consumption choices, rather than regulating or restricting unsustainable practices and processes at the point of production.  Nevertheless, like all governance frameworks it is inherently unstable, an attempt to bring order to the chaotic, messy complexity of socio-ecological entanglements (Castán Broto, 2020). A key tension throughout the thesis is to notice how the figure of the responsible individual surfaces and coheres at particular moments, obscuring heterogeneous, alternative and even speculative politico-ethical orientations to socioecological crises. In my empirical chapters I analyse how environmental responsibility as narrowly defined within neoliberal environmentalism circulates in particular spaces, paying particular attention to ethico-political sensibilities and affects which exceed its ordering logic. Beyond the figure of the sovereign individual, what other figurations and assemblages does environmental affect cohere around? And where does the potential lie for recasting responsibility, that is, what kinds of interactions, affects and encounters generate the possibilities for more capacious modes of response-ability?
2.1.5 Reworking responsibility
There has been significant and growing resistance to the modes of political agency circumscribed by neoliberal environmentalism, in which individual responsibility is rejected, reversed, or reworked. Notions of collective responsibility emerge in grassroots environmental movements and localised interventions into production and provisioning, such as transition towns, energy cooperatives, food justice movements and alternative currencies. These experimental initiatives ‘aim to strengthen social bonds, meet needs by non-market means and reduce environmental impact’ (MacGregor, 2021, p. 331), seeking to bring about change through prefigurative practices. Equally, the rise of ‘new climate activism’ which includes Extinction Rebellion and Fridays for Future seek to hold governments account (de Moor et al., 2021); reversing the attribution of responsibility to individuals back onto the state and other institutions which shape our political economy (Gardiner, 2011).  Significant shifts have taken place over the last 10-15 years in the ways in which environmental and climate politics are understood and responded to by individuals and collectives, with novel modes of governance and new publics taking shape from below (Bulkeley, Castán Broto and Edwards, 2015; Bulkeley, 2021).  Such ‘new environmentalisms’ often build on or sustain much longer legacies of environmental activism, which involve the rejection of individual lifestyle change strategies, instead prioritising activities which are supported by alternative theories of change (MacGregor, 2021). This recasting of responsibility, whether through collective, prefigurative practices or through holding other actors accountable is pragmatic and can contribute spaces and social relations for practicing other modes of response, as well as imagining alternative futures. Whilst discursively, they remain within a humanist paradigm, I argue in chapter 5 and 6 that such spaces can nevertheless create meaningful openings for recognising more-than-human agency to consider what kinds of ethico-political relations emerge when humans and their environments are understood as mutually co-constitutive.
Conceptually, feminist theorists have attempted to move beyond concepts of neoliberal responsibility through a focus on care, ethical praxis and expanded, collective expressions of interconnectivity. Care offers an explicitly feminist engagement with ethico-political relations, through a focus on the emotive, affective and embodied practices of giving and receiving care. In Joan Tronto’s foundational formulation, ethics of care includes responsibility socially and culturally constructed obligation, but also considers the qualities of attentiveness, capability and responsiveness (Tronto, 1993). It is an approach which demonstrates that responsibilities are not simply constructed and acted upon. Action relies upon the recognition of the needs of others; the capacity to provide adequate care or an ability to appropriately meet the needs of others; the agency of the other to accept or refuse care and their responsiveness in relation to the care that has been offered. An ethical obligation to care for another emerges in relation to another being who has the capacity to act – it thus recognises agency as being mutually constituted (Lawson, 2007). Understanding relationality and interdependence as the foundation to agency challenges the idea of the rational, radically individual self upon which neoliberal governance depends. Post-human concepts of responsibility extend an ethic of care to account for the interdependence of humans and natures as such it grapples with the ethical implications of more-than-human agency (Haraway, 2003). In the next section I discuss Donna Haraways’ response-ability and Karen Barad’s agential realism as two concepts of agency I draw on to rethink the ethico-political dilemmas beyond the individual human agent. 

[bookmark: _Toc213581758]2.1.6 Response-ability
The concept of response-ability builds on the interdependency of an ethic of care and develops it through post-human theory. Response-ability shifts onto the ability to respond to particular situations in a reflective and deliberate manner. Donna Haraway introduces the concept as a mode of response which enables a reworking of the relations between humans and more than human others. Agential Realism meanwhile offers a different conceptualisation of how agency emerges from particular encounters. In this section I briefly define both as examples of how responsibility has been reconceptualised within post-human theory in order to move beyond the radically individual human agent to grapple with the ethical implications of socio-ecological entanglements (Haraway, 2003, 2012, 2016). In the next chapter I draw on post-human theory again to rethink relationships between adults and children and argue that we are continually enrolled in relational processes of becoming environmental subjects[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Post-human theories directly challenge the ontological basis of human subjectivity based upon Cartesian dualism and the idea of the sovereign human agent. However, it is important to note that relational ontologies and respect for the agency of non-human or more than human beings are not necessarily new or novel, but are often foundational to indigenous ways of life and ethical praxis (TallBear, 2017) . Kyle Whyte’s insightful work on epistemologies of coordination draws on Indigenous intellectual traditions to emphasize ‘ways of knowing the world that emphasize the importance of moral bonds – or kinship relationships – for generating the (responsible) capacity to respond to constant change…without validating harm or violence (Whyte, 2020b). Here kinship refers to human and more than human kin, wherein a duty of care is extended to animals who live in reciprocal relationships with humans. ] 

In Donna Haraway’s work, response-ability is a speculative reworking of responsibility which moves away from the radically individual human to a concept of relational beings in the more-than-human entanglements. It provides a different starting point for thinking about modes of engagement which question and work through the ethical implications of the human-natures we are already caught up in. In her work she traces particular entanglements of human and animals, accounting for the ethical for example in Awash in Urine: DES and Premarin in Multispecies Response-ability (2012), Haraway grapples with the ethical implications of the animal-industrial complex in the production of hormone replacement therapies for herself and her aging dog. It is approach which holds in tension her own wellbeing and that of her beloved pet with the suffering and death of other animals in the production of medication. Response-ability is a consideration of what role we might play in promoting multispecies flourishing, taking account of the full ethical implications of how we are always-already entangled within webs of letting live and making die for our own comfort, health and survival (Haraway, 2016). However, rethinking our relations with multispecies kin in such a way to account for their complexity across time and spaces involves time consuming labour which is not always practically possible; translating a speculative figurations into practical action is a difficult task which rubs up against the labours of caring for human kin (Hamilton, 2019). 
In Karan Barad’s theory of agential realism, agency is not an attribute possessed by autonomous individuals but is distributed across a network of human and non-human beings. In other words, agency emerges through the entanglement of human and non-human actors within specific material-discursive practices. At the heart of agential realism is the concept of "intra-action," which emphasizes the mutual constitution of entities through their interactions. As opposed to "interaction," which implies pre-existing entities coming together, "intra-action" suggests that entities are co-constituted through their entangled relations. This blurs the boundaries between subjects and objects, challenging humanist accounts of agency and power (Barad, 2007; Kleinman, 2012). 
Within agential realism, Barad also uses the term response-ability to refocus on the ability to respond(Barad, 2010). Ethical obligations are not predetermined or defined by a normative right or wrong but instead are about inviting a range of possible responses. Response-ability here is characterised as an ethic of ongoingness, a becoming with the world which moves towards ‘justice-to-come. 
‘In my agential realist account of mattering, responsibility is not an obligation that the subject chooses, but rather an incarnate relation that precedes the intentionality of consciousness. Responsibility is not a calculation to be performed. It is a relation always already integral to the world’s ongoing intra-active becoming and not-becoming. That is, responsibility is an iterative (re)opening up to, an enabling of responsiveness. Not through the realization of some existing possibility, but through the iterative reworking of im/possibility.’ (Barad, 2010, p. 340)
Here the ability to respond is iterative and ongoing, emerging from within the entanglements of human and non-human beings, forces, affects, discourses and materialities which make up our worlds. In this view, responsibilisation is a material-discursive relation which is not totalising but is in fact only one aspect of the entanglement we inhabit and co-constitute. 
Practically, Barad argues that the conditions of possibility for responding depend upon the questions we ask and our openness to other modes of knowing-doing-being in the world (ibid). it is as such a somewhat open-ended approach – it does not presuppose a ‘right’ action. Common Worlds scholars take up this proposition and apply it to early years education settings and other pedagogical spaces, developing a praxis of response-ability inspired by both Haraway and Barad. I return to Common Worlds as an approach which outlines the ethos and methods of this thesis in section 2.5 below. 
The question of responsibility – both in terms of who is held accountable for environmental destruction as well as who has a duty to act to mitigate historical and ongoing damage, has been central to global environmental governance since its inception.  However, important political questions of accountability and responsibility have been eclipsed by a focus on individual responsibility in which everyone is encouraged to ‘do their bit’ and little attention is paid to the differing capacities and resources that individuals have to act.  Equally, the humanism at the heart of the neoliberal political subject narrowly limits the range of ethical modes of response, ultimately failing to adequately grapple with the socio-ecological realities of Anthropocene. Nevertheless, responsibility remains valuable for (re)thinking ethico-political relations with human and non-human others in Anthropocene times, because it invokes both a responsiveness and a reckoning with the capacity to act. Feminist, post-human and indigenous accounts of responsibility provide a starting point for thinking about alternative ethical and political modes of being-thinking-doing. Applying this approach to contemporary environmental politics in the UK requires both an attentiveness to where and how ethico-political obligations to the more-than-human already exceeds individual responsibility as well as employing a more speculative approach to the ways\s in which agency emerges relationally.  This is the approach I employ in my empirical chapters, tacking between individual responsibility and notions of response-ability to illustrate how encounters, affects, questions and child-like sensibilities contain the potential to recast ethical obligations to and political relations with ‘environment’. The next section focuses on the affects of environmentalism, specifically how imaginaries of crisis, feelings of responsibility and experiencing or witnessing aspects of ecological breakdown generate affective intensities. Affects are co-constitutive of agency – that is to say they are always-already entangled in the ongoing becoming of subjects, actively shaping the conditions of possibility of responsibility. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581759]2.2 Affect & emotion in environmental politics
[bookmark: _Toc213581760]2.2.1 Defining affect
Within geography, affect theory is broadly concerned with understanding how intensities of feeling manifest and are felt within, across and between bodies in particular space-times (Thrift, 2004). Affect here is understood in contradistinction to individually felt emotion; rather it signals a concern with the transmission of feelings between bodies and the potential of such visceral forces and intensities (A. Closs Stephens, 2022).  Many geographers have argued that affect is distinctly political (Thrift, 2004; Anderson, 2012; Massumi, 2015) because it is through shared, relational and dynamic feelings that individuals are moved to act with, for and through others. Affect is relational and constitutive of agency; it connect us to other bodies, such that our proximity moves us to act (Ahmed, 2004). As it is constitutive of social relations, it is inherently entangled in both emergent and enduring relations of power. When I discuss the politics of affect throughout this thesis, this is what I mean; that affect is inherently political and actively constitutive of political relations because it generates relations between people. Collectives, communities, families and other social groupings cohere around feelings of togetherness, of relatedness, of shared interests and experiences. Relations of power emerge, endure or break down in and through collectives.
 The circulation of feelings between humans, non-humans and other objects enables ‘bindings and unbind-ings,  becomings  and  un-becomings,  jarring  disorientations  and  rhythmic attunements’ (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010, p. 2) which constitute relations of commonality or familiarity, feelings of togetherness and more explicitly political collectives. Affects are also vital to the constitution and coherence of family and familial relations, for good and for bad, as well as to environmental politics, understood broadly as the dynamic and shifting relations of humans to non-humans and the environmental commons.  
Some theories of affect draw a sharp distinction between emotion and affect, either to further a conceptual understanding of affect or in order to focus on the political analysis of a particular affect, event or relation. This can offer incisive analysis of wider trends at scale. Feminist and queer theorists insist on a more embodied analysis of affective intensities in order to understand how they shape everyday lives; attending to the individual, intimate and emotional impacts of shifting political relations and modes of relating. Whilst emotions are private, individually felt responses which endure, they can also be can be triggered by or trigger more transient, collective affects, ‘ebbs and swells of intensities that pass between bodies’ (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010, p. 2) . Here I draw on the longstanding commitment in feminist geographies to illuminate connections between ‘the intimate and the global’ (Pratt and Rosner, 2012) to understand how the politics of environment and environmentalism both shape and emerge from everyday encounters and relations.  I mobilise theories of affect which hold individually felt emotions in tension with collective feelings to understand how affects circulate, how they are transmitted and received by differently positioned bodies in different places at different times, and what this means for relations of power. That is, it is an attempt to grasp ‘the microdyamics through which world politics take shape’ (Closs-Stephens, 2022:3). For example, eco-anxiety is an individual psychological response to the realities of climate and ecological change[footnoteRef:11]. As I demonstrate in Chapter 6, it can profoundly impact relations between parent climate activists and their children, as well as everyday family life. A wider sense of fear and doom is shared amongst many XR activists, with recruitment activities actively seeking to generate this collective, affective mood. Some of the parents I interviewed rejected what they called the ‘doom and gloom’ of the XR Script (Robson, 2025), seeking joy and enchantment in connecting with their local wildlife.  Whilst affect is often the ‘object-target’ of governance (Anderson, 2012); affects always exceed attempts at orchestration or manipulation. Whilst attempts are made to govern through affect, there are also affective forms which may be ambivalent, politically ambiguous or which emerge as incoherent (Wilson and Anderson, 2020; A. Closs Stephens, 2022). Attending to the interplay between emotion and affect brings into view ambivalences, incoherences and ambiguities; it enables an analysis of that which exceeds attempts to orchestrate, govern or discursively shape environmental subjects through responsibilisation [11:  Eco-Anxiety is defined as ‘heightened emotional, mental or somatic distress in response to dangerous changes in the climate system’ (Climate Psychology Alliance Ltd, 2022), ‘a chronic fear of environmental doom’ (American Psychological Association and ecoAmerica, 2017). It is often used as a catch all term for ‘high levels of stress over climate change with symptoms including panic attacks, obsessive thinking, loss of appetite, and insomnia’ (Castelloe, 2018). Climate psychologists argue that eco-anxiety is not a clinical condition but an understandable reaction to acknowledging the socio-material realities of climate change and ecological degradation (CPA 2022). ] 

[bookmark: _Toc213581762]2.2.2 Why affect matters
There are three reasons why affect matters to environmental politics and the emergence of environmental subjecthood. The first is that affect is co-constitutive of agency, that is affects motivate; we are moved through shared encounters and affective attachments to act in pursuit of a particular outcome – a promise of something yet to come (Berlant, 2011). Whilst the language may differ across diverse approaches to affect, that affect moves us is broadly agreed by all (Thrift, 2004). If, as defined above, we consider environmental politics to be both the struggle to name, know and define environment as well as a desire to bring about particular socio-natural futures (Mansfield et al., 2015), affect is vital to understanding the attachments we form to ‘the environment’ as well as the imagined socio-natural futures we desire or fear. The turn to affect signals a substantive shift how the subject is understood – from a rational, bounded, sovereign individual, to understanding the materiality of the body and its capacity to be emotionally affected as being critical to the ways in which subjects emerge (A. Closs Stephens, 2022). However rather than a focus on the ways in which individually felt emotions shape subjecthood, affect theory points us towards the ways in which affective intensities which originate outside of individual body shape how we inhabit the world; how we experience and make sense of the world, how we see ourselves in the world, and the capacity the act. Per Seigworth and Gregg, ‘affect marks a body’s belonging to a world of encounters or; a world’s belonging to a body of encounters but also, in non-belonging…affect is integral to a body’s becoming’  (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010, p. 2). That is to say, affect co-constitutes how we come to be, know and act in relation to non-human-others and environmental commons, the ongoing becoming of environmental subjects. 
Secondly, affect is both generated by and is constitutive of encounters storylines, images, objects, performances and more (A. Closs Stephens, 2022). This enables an analysis that is not restricted to a particular type of encounter or mode of communication, rather affect can be traced across multiple varied encounters within a particular site. This makes it particularly suited to the sites I have chosen to study. Whilst each site has a clear discursive framing and political aim, it is the diverse and multiple encounters, interactions and atmospheres within each site that constitutes activity within each particular space-time. In my methodological chapter I discuss in more detail the auto/ethnographic approach I take to draw together myriad encounters with performance, object, storyline, atmosphere and the space-time of each site to attend to heterogeneity. My account of each event space is necessarily partial; however, it is held together by a focus on responsibilisation, agency and the ethical dilemmas of Anthropocene times to gesture towards emerging environmental subjecthood. At each I ask – how are children and their parents make sense of environmental crisis and what forms of agency are emerging here? The answers to this question emerge in interactions and encounters with museum objects, festival performances, protests songs and more. 
 Finally, situating affective encounters at the heart of my empirical chapters allows me to attend to the constitutive tension between the figure of the responsible individual and modes of agency which exceed this. A focus on feelings, sensations and moods enables understanding of how particular modes of orchestration, such as responsibilisation, persist, return and assume new forms, in spite of critique and resistance. I ask how is responsibility for ecological harm produced/reproduced discursively, affectively and spatially in ‘family’ spaces in the UK? How do these discursive, spatial and affective forces shape the ways in which children and their parents make sense of ecological crisis and agency? Whilst we might consider the figure of the responsible individual as deeply unfair (Bookchin, 1980), dangerously limited (Maniates, 2001)and politically flawed (Shove, 2010), it continues to affectively structure how we act in relation to ‘the environment’ and non-human others.  At the same time, a focus on affects can also reveal how shared feelings and individually held emotions exceed attempts at orchestration, that is it surfaces instances where environmental subjecthood exceeds the responsible individual of neoliberal environmentalism. Here moments of encounter, interaction and experience which are affectively charged contain the potential of becoming otherwise. Affect theory here is understood as ‘a generative pedagogic nudge aimed towards a body’s becoming ever-more worldly interface, towards a style of being present to the struggles of our time’ (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010, p. 12). It draws on the Spinozist account of affect as potential; that is recognising the ongoing and dynamic capacity of the body to affect and be affected suggests that our becoming is open-ended. This ‘not-yet’ of a body’s becoming means that affective encounters always contain the potential to become otherwise, whereby both bodies and worlds are composed with and through affect (ibid).  As I argued earlier in this chapter, Anthropocene demands that we seek modes of knowing-being-acting in the world which extend beyond human exceptionalism. A reparative analysis of affect seeks out this potential through attending to heterogeneity in the sites of environmental politics. My approach to the ethical and political challenges of living in Anthropocene is thus somewhat speculative, whilst the analysis is grounded in specific sites and relations. It is open-ended, asking questions and seeking other modes of being in the world which are better attuned to the socio-natural entanglements which characterise contemporary times. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581763]2.2.3 Environmental Affects
In my empirical chapters, I draw out the multiple and varied storylines, imaginaries and motifs that animate encounters in each site, however the figure of the responsible individual and the narrative of planetary environmental crisis feature in all three. Here I briefly touch on the affective resonances of and emotional responses to contemporary environmental politics in the UK, situating my research within existing literature on the emotional geographies of environmental politics  (González-Hidalgo and Zografos, 2020), the affects of environmentalism (Bosworth, 2020) and climate affects (Usher, Durkin and Bhullar, 2019; Anderson, 2023; L. K. Howard, 2023; Pohl and Swyngedouw, 2023). 
Nigel Thrift’s 2004 paper, ‘Intensities of feeling: towards a spatial politics of affect’ was a springboard for affect theory as a political project within human geography. In it, he identifies that the rise of ‘choice politics’ has expanded the sphere of the political, creating more room for ‘explicitly affective appeals’ which are heavily dependent upon a range of media for their transmission (2004, p. 65). He argues that this has resulted in a more mediatised politics, and a politics of metonym, where one small aspect comes to count for the whole. Thrift points directly to environmental politics as a key example of choice politics – indeed responsibilisation is a mode of governing through choice (Rose, 1999), whilst metonymic images, such as the polar bear, have come to stand for planetary scale climatic change (O’Neill, 2022). The persistence of individualised responsibility shapes affective and experiential encounters with unfolding climate and environmental catastrophe, configuring environmental politics and thus the realms of the possible (Yusoff, 2010), even as once dominant ideals of green citizenship have lost traction.  
For those who feel moved to act out of environmental concern, that is, who are affected by the mediatised politics of ecological crisis and/or direct experience of climate and environmental change, the figure of the ideal responsible subject can become an emotional burden. Trying to meet the ideals of sustainable living whilst juggling the demands of everyday life can lead to a struggle with guilt (Bickerstaff and Walker, 2002), feelings of falling short or failing to live up to one’s ideals (Skill and Gyberg, 2010) and a sense of overwhelm (Edwards, forthcoming). In the UK, where high consumption lifestyles are the norm for many, the lifestyle changes required to reduce one’s individual impacts are often considered a sacrifice of time, energy and personal freedom and can lead to resentment, disillusionment or outright rejection (Soneryd and Uggla, 2015). Thrift, frugality and self-sacrifice are often involved in injunctions to live sustainably, and as a result environmentalism is often associated with dour proclivities – guilt, failure, or otherwise with a kind of smug self-righteousness (Seymour, 2018; Bosworth, 2020). The figure of the responsible individual affects a sense of duty to act in narrowly defined ways, to ‘do one’s bit’; nevertheless as the scale of the ecological problems we face becomes ever-more apparent, even those committed to sustainable living ambivalent about the effectiveness of their actions (Connolly and Prothero, 2008). The construction of environment in crisis, on the other hand, relies on a nostalgic sentimentality for an imagined past of nature as whole, pure and unaffected by human processes. Environmental movements such as Extinction Rebellion draw directly on such affective attachments to mobilise publics towards particular outcomes – as explored further in Chapter 6. At the same time, apocalyptic imaginaries of climate changed futures stoke fear, anxiety and a ‘doom and gloom’ outlook; climate politics is steeped in such negative affect. 
Recent geographical engagements with climate affects (Anderson 2023; Bosworth 2021; Pohl and Swyngedouw 2023) have sought out the political potential in affective encounters with climate change that exceed the fear, grief, self-righteousness and ‘gloomy ascetism’ which so often characterise the environmental politics. Mainstream climate and environmental narratives increasingly circulate within an apocalyptic framework, aiming to galvanise action through prompting alarm. As Davidson and Kemp point out, there are important differences between climate-risk realism, climate fiction and the climate doomism which has become associated with the new Climate Movement(Davidson and Kemp, 2023). Briefly, climate risk realism provides the tools to assess the risks of catastrophe associated with climate change, climate fiction offers the imaginative and intellectual resources for challenging assumptions which uphold the status quo, whilst climate doomism can be a powerful mobiliser to action. Nevertheless, the ecologies of fear (Davis and Davis, 1999) mobilised and sustained by climate doomism and the apocalyptic imaginary often dominate, such that the different perspectives offered by climate fiction and climate risk realism can become subsumed within them. As Swyngedouw has forcefully illustrated, such fear can generate a politics of consensus which depoliticises subjects and leads to the suspension of the political proper (Swyngedouw, 2010, 2011). The apocalyptic imaginary is also deeply problematic for the way in which it centres a concern with white futures (Mitchell and Chaudhury, 2020) erases indigenous and black epistemologies of survival through historic and ongoing catastrophes of violent erasure and slow death (Whyte, 2020b; Davidson and da Silva, 2022) and prompts an emergency response concerned the global status quo; a status quo which is maintained by the ongoing colonial violence and oppression of human and non-human natures (Davidson and da Silva 2022). 
As Kai Bosworth notes, scholars are not immune to the negative affects which accompany climate and environmental politics
 ‘in the case of those who study the politics of climate change, it is incredibly easy for us – and our students – to feel hopeless and despondent. This encourages a structural elitism, in which it is imagined that we are an embattled few with the proper knowledge and values pitted against a largely uncaring mass of uneducated regular people.’(Bosworth, 2021, p. 2). 
The negative affect structures of climate doomism as an imaginary and responsible frugality or self-sacrifice as a mode response dominate environmental discourse – particularly within popular media which thrives on and drives polemic standpoints. It can lead the people identifying as either ‘with’ or ‘against’ environmentalism – narrowly defined – without engaging with the substance of socio-natural relations and the wider politics of environment. 
As Nicole Seymour argues, scholarship can sometimes neglect the range of environmental affect, performance and culture which participate in how nature-cultures are constructed and known (2018). Providing an analytic rupture to the (re)production and reproduction of seriousness, self-righteousness and increasingly, fear as the dominant affect structures of white, heteronormative environmentalism (Bosworth 2021), she foregrounds irony, irreverence, frivolity, camp and humour within an approach which embraces ambivalence and playfulness. She names this ‘Bad Environmentalism’, ‘environmental thought that employs dissident, often-denigrated affects and sensibilities to reflect critically on both our current moment and mainstream environmental art, activism, and discourse’ (Seymour, 2018, 6). Bad Environmentalism is not a replacement for other environmental or climate affects; it is not a movement or political program; and it need not be consciousness-raising or action-oriented to have effect. Rather it a broad analytic category that draws together heterogenous, sometimes contradictory, performances, parodies, critiques and other ‘texts’ to demonstrate how ambivalent affects destabilise normative categories and ‘offer openings for alternative cultural configurations of environmental and climate justice movements to take hold’ (Bosworth, 2021:4).
In my empirical chapters, I draw on and contribute to this emerging body of literature on the affects of environmentalism, seeking to bring to the fore the tension between the individually experienced emotions of parents and their children, and the circulation of atmospheres, affects and moods across the three sites. Ambivalence features across all three sites, demonstrating the heterogeneity of affective attachments to and detachments from environmental sustainability and the flourishing of forms of human and non-human life. Attending to ambivalent and ambiguous affects widens the scope for understanding how children and their parents are becoming sensitive to the socio-natural challenges of our time. I seek to demonstrate the highly creative, political and sometimes unexpected ways children make sense of the contemporary moment, disrupting affective register and unsettling notions of the responsible sovereign subject. In my empirical chapters I draw on and extend recent literature on the political potential of ambivalent affects (Wilson and Anderson, 2020; Ruez and Cockayne, 2021) offering empirical examples to demonstrate how and where ambivalent affects arise. In the Museum (Chapter 4), I argue that even where the figure of the responsible individual persists, children’s questions interjections and embodied sense-making can rupture both deadening affect and ethical norms to trouble the boundaries of human-natures and question the politics of socio-natural entanglements. Although discursively and materially produced within a framework of neoliberal environmentalism, the Festival generates a space of ambivalence – in which the absurd, the ironic and the humorous jostle rub up against rejoinders to ‘do one’s bit’. I demonstrate how ambivalence generates a space to reimagine what social relations might look like otherwise – if flourishing, play and conviviality were at the heart of social and economic structures.  Meanwhile Chapter 6 looks more closely at personal emotions of climate politics and their impacts of mental health and family life. The Protest event was characterised by mixed emotions – grief, fear, joy, conviviality and hope –generating space for intergenerational dialogue characterised by open-ended learning and becoming together. Together, my chapters the role that ambivalent, contradictory and overlapping affects may play in loosen the affective stranglehold of neoliberal responsibilisation and the ‘purity politics’ which so often accompany mainstream environmental movements (Seymour, 2018). 
In the next section I introduce children as environmental subjects. Children are rarely explicitly considered in literature in geography on affect, yet as I show they actively participate in the constitution of affective encounters in particular space-times. Equally they are not immune to the negative affects which characterise environmentalism and climate politics –  indeed children and young people often experience these even more acutely than adults (BBC Newsround, 2020; Hickman et al., 2021). We have a responsibility, as adults, to engage with the ways in which children and young people are making sense of ecological crisis, and to be open to thinking, knowing, doing differently, that is, becoming-with children. I explain what I mean by this in more detail below, drawing on the concept of the post-human child and Common worlds scholarship. 
2.3 [bookmark: _Toc213581764]Children as environmental subjects
Children increasingly articulate their relationships with environment as both intimately local and distantly global, inheriting a sense of failed responsibility to act, witnessing the ever expanding impacts of climate and ecological destabilisation often set against apocalyptic visions of the future (Somerville and Green, 2015). It is perhaps no surprise that children and young people in the UK increasingly report anxieties, fears and concerns about the fate of the ecosystems that sustain human and non-human life.  As Margaret Somerville writes, ‘Children of the Anthropocene’ are born into a different understanding of the stability of the world, into a storied future of inevitable entanglement in the fate of the planet’ (Somerville, 2017). Whilst this is not the first or only time the threat of extinction, annihilation or foreclosed futures have played a role in the lives of children, young people and those who care for them[footnoteRef:12], it remains vital to attend to the geographically specific, contingent affects of environmental imaginaries, discourses and politics as constitutive of agency.  In this section, I situate my research within geographical scholarship on children’s agency and political subjecthood in Anthropocene times.  I begin by situating my study in the contemporary moment, where children and youth are increasingly central to the expression of environmental concern and the intergenerational politics of climate and ecological crisis. I go on to consider how children and childhood has been understood historically in Western philosophy as apolitical and unknowing, nevertheless the figure of the child has functioned as a politically in the construction of relations of dominance, inclusion and exclusion. Children themselves are, too political subjects, actively participating in the construction of social and political worlds. The ways in which children participate in making worlds has long been a focus of Children’s Geographies, and in section 2.3.3 and 2.3.4 I situate my research within debates about children’s agency across Childhood Studies and Children’s Geographies. Drawing on the notion of the post-human child, I seek to articulate the continuity between children and adults whilst recognising children as materially-discursively differentiated. Children and adults emerge as becoming-subjects in relation to one-another within wider socio-ecological entanglements. The intergenerational politics of ecological crisis are often expressed in abstract terms in which two generations (or more) are placed in opposition. Through the notion of co-becoming, I offer a situated, embodied and affective understanding of how adults and children, as one expression of intergenerational relations, shift environmental politics through processes of becoming together [12:  As Kathryn Yusoff and other have pointed out, settler colonialism is involved in  ongoing projects ending indigenous worlds (Danowski and Viveiros de Castro, 2017; Yusoff, 2018; Tsing, Mathews and Bubandt, 2019). Others have argued that there is continuity between the existential threat of nuclear war which characterised the 1980s and the apocalyptic futures of climate and ecological crisis (Norgaard, 2011), for example Richard Tutton argues that a condition of futurelessness has characterised a particular mode of relating to the future in European Societies for the last 50 years (Tutton 2022; see also Berardi 2011)] 

[bookmark: _Toc213581765]2.3.1 Youth Climate Activism and Children’s agency
The concepts of agency and the environmental subjects which are mobilised by neoliberal environmentalism are not only anthropocentric but also adult-centric, working to reinforce a child-adult binary in which children are understood as apolitical subjects who lack agency. Meanwhile, child figures, including that of child as future horizon (Edelman, 2004) and child as agent of change (Lee, 2013; Andersen, 2018; Lawson et al., 2019) proliferate in contemporary climate politics. Children are figured as passive inheritors of an irreparably damaged planet and active future leaders, in a move which displaces (responsibility for) action into the future and onto young people. Such Anthropocene ‘Child Figures’ signify a shift from dominant figurations of the child as in need of protection to the child as protector, in which the Child is expected to both maintain the primacy of human agency through their leadership, whilst suturing the gap between human and non-human worlds to ensure planetary survival (Sheldon, 2016; Ashton, 2023). This move has not gone unnoticed by children and young people themselves, many of whom actively resist and rework narratives and performances of intergenerational responsibility. Youth activists have become key voices and actors in shaping public perceptions of climate change, urgency and (failed) responsibility, as epitomised by Greta Thunberg and the School Strikes for Climate campaign. Notable within this youth movement is a strong intersectional awareness informed by black and indigenous youth activists connected through social media and other mediating technologies (Ashton, 2023)[footnoteRef:13] which have enabled overlapping injustices to be witnessed from disparate geographical locations.  [13:  Emily Ashton evidences this claim with Tweets by youth activists of colour, and it is also something that I have observed in following climate activism in recent years. During my fieldwork, I attended a XR Youth led march ‘Reclaim our Future’, in which the rallying speech given by a young activist carefully drew links between the history of peasant rebellions against landowners in the UK and present communities across the world fighting ongoing colonisation and dispossession of land at the hands of British mining companies in order to collectivise accountability and mobilise action. They drew attention to the ongoing patterns of racial and colonial injustices that characterise material relations with land and resource, as opposed to calling for the protection of nature ‘out there’ which has long characterised mainstream environmentalism. Here, I quote a passage from their speech at length ‘Right now this destruction is happening in the pattern of continued colonisation, where the elites steal everything form the majority of us. Many of us in what we call the United Kingdom…have forgotten the true history of rebellion and resistance against the elites. But there are communities across the world, indigenous, peasant, afro-descendent, working-class communities who haven’t forgotten at all. Who are still fighting the same fight since the day the colonisers came to their lands. They are actively fighting for survival of their cultures and protecting their lands with their lives. They are fighting for autonomy and our struggle is theirs…. The fact is that the same dispossession, genocide and ecocide claiming thousands of lives in the global south have their beginnings here in the North, the communities in the south are fighting back everyday, every single day.  And if we’re not taking their leadership, where are we going? Our survival depends on self-determination, by joining forces across cultures, generations, borders we can be unstoppable’ 
] 

The huge surge in children’s environmental activism from 2018 onwards was framed by many in media, government and the public more generally as unexpected or surprising. As Sevasti-Melissa Nolas explains, instances of public claim making through movements such as Fridays for Future and youth strike for climate was underscored by a political knowingness which to some adult commentors found uncomfortable or perplexing. Surprise at the manifestation of such childhood publics quickly turned to efforts to discredit the agency of child activists through constructing them as politically naïve, vulnerable not-yet adults who had been coopeted by their parents or other political interests (Nolas, 2021). This response not only represents a lack of awareness about the diverse roles children have played in political movements historically and geographically, it also reproduces the denial of children’s agency and political capacity associated with Western notions of childhood innocence (Bernstein, 2011). As I go on to show in my empirical chapters, even very young children possess a capacity to make political and ethical sense of complex human-nature assemblages in ways which can exceed and unsettle adults’ conceptual understandings (see Chapters 4, 5 & 6). 
Theorising the mutual co-constitution of childhoods and children through the post-human child reveals how children are always-already emerging as political subjects within multispecies entanglements. Mobilising post-human conceptualisations of the child as described in more detail below, I seek to challenge the adult-centrism that pervades accounts of environmental politics through rethinking notions of the knowing subject. In order to demonstrate how and why post-humanism is valuable for thinking about children, childhood and child figures in the Anthropocene, I begin with a brief account of the Western construction of childhood which emerged alongside the notion of the Enlightenment subject (Ariès, 1986; Cunningham, 1998),  and in modernity became associated with whiteness, innocence, and nature (Prout, 2010; Bernstein, 2011; Taylor, 2013). The Western notion of the child has been problematised within geography and beyond; within Children’s Geographies particular efforts have been made to reinscribe children’s political agency. The concept of the post-human child goes further to enable a recasting of children’s agency which troubles the child-adult binary. Drawing on common worlds scholarship I suggest that the notion of the post-human child reconfigures child-adult relations with implications thinking about family relations, practices and spaces. Children’s geographies, once dismissed as naïve and of limited relevance, has ‘attained some standing’ (Aitken, 2018a, 2018b) however theorisations of politics, space and the human subject with geographical scholarship remain firmly adult-centric, with children’s geographies located at the margins. The heuristic of intergenerational politics offers one framework for recognising the role of children and young people as integral to emerging publics and politics, and I seek to position this within a wider post-human turn in which both children and adults (and non-human agents) are recast as intra-active becomings rather than discursively shaped beings.  
[bookmark: _Toc213581766]2.3.2 The Child as unknowing, innocent, apolitical
The idea of childhood as a distinct period of human development which shapes adult subjects and thus requires particular kinds of (adult) intervention are often traced to the philosophy the of Enlightenment subject (Ariès, 1986; Cunningham, 1998); in which the concept of child emerged in opposition to the rational thinking adult, a social and political being who participates in public life. The scientific account of evolution, human development and teleological progress which emerged alongside this naturalised the idea of childhood as a biological state of immaturity. In the mid-20th Century this approach was expressed in the influential work of child psychologist Jean Piaget. In keeping with wider work within the developmental sciences, Piaget proposed a schema of four distinct phases of cognitive development, through which children pass in chronological order. According to this schema, children’s capacity for knowledge is limited by their developmental phase, with children assumed to develop the capacity for logical thought around the age of 7 and abstract reasoning from the ages of 11-16 (Piaget and Inhelder, 1973). These are theorised as biological stages which may be shaped by socio-environmental factors, but that all children are assumed to pass through within a universal model of child development. Children within this developmental paradigm are understood as in the process of becoming rational, intellectual human beings whose agency develops alongside their intellectual capacity. I will return to this notion of beings and becomings a little later.  Although in practice, childhoods are multiple and variable, emerging from diverse temporal, geographical, political, social and more-than-human relations (Taylor, 2013; Aitken, 2018), the notion of the universal child developed through Enlightenment political philosophy and developmental science has long dominated understandings of childhood within and beyond the academy (Taylor, 2013). This account of childhood which positions young people as not-yet-subjects who lack intellectual capacity and are thus dependent upon adult intervention has been potently codified within the UN Convention on the rights of the child; extending the Western concept of childhood internationally and ‘colonising the material, social and historical heterogeneity of the lives of children around the world’ (Fernando, 2001). Childhood in this model is understood as a period of learning, a period of development from an emotional, unknowing ‘becoming’ to a rational knowing, (adult) being.
Whilst the notion of the biological child as a (non)subject who was increasingly excluded from the public realm emerged alongside the Enlightenment subject, associations of children with innocence developed later, around the mid-19th Century[footnoteRef:14] [footnoteRef:15]. As cultural historical Robin Bernstein (2011) illustrates with reference to child figures[footnoteRef:16] circulating in material culture  in the U.S, the construction of childhood innocence was directly implicated in larger scale racial projects, including slavery, abolition and the ongoing granting and withhold of rights from black subjects. The racial coding of innocence, purity and non-sexuality circulated in child figures and embodied in white children, marks racial and sexual exclusions from the category of child. Yet because childhood is constructed as a natural, biological category, such exclusions are invisibilised through child figures who appear to transcend social categories.  In this way, child figures serve to enact exclusions whilst at the same time naturalising them. ‘Black children are not seen as children’ (Sharpe, 2016, p. 89), rather they are animalised, objectified, sexualised or made adult through their exclusion from the category of the child (Ashton 2023). Similarly, indigenous and queer children face exclusion from the protections offered by the category child (Muñoz, 2009; Smith, 2025). At the same time, the rights and agency of entire demographic groups can be obscured or restricted through the invocation of childhood. As Kate Manzo’s work on the iconography of the global south demonstrates, the use of imagery of ‘suffering children’ by NGOs working in the global south taps into cultural assumptions of dependence, innocence and the need of protection(Manzo, 2008). Here a black child figures come to stand in for an entire population, justifying the continuation of paternalistic relations of power and control between the countries in the global north and south. The concept of childhood is thus deeply implicated in racial, colonial, patriarchal and heteronormative projects, with child figures playing a pivotal role in the ‘othering’ of raced, classed and gendered subject positions. [14:  Prior to the mid-19th Century, Bernstein (2011) argues that American and European notions of childhood were shaped by Calvinist theology, in which children were understood as inherently sexual, deviant and sinful having been born with original sin. Whilst adults, through rationality and self-discipline, could control their impulses, children were considered to have not yet sufficiently developed such control. Thus Calvinists ‘lived with the terrifying idea that children, who were born with original sin, could die before they experienced Christian salvation, in which case they would endure eternal damnation’ p.4
]  [15:  Western notions of childhood have multiple historical, cultural and political roots, with some tracing the romantic ideal of childhood innocence to Enlightenment thinker Rousseau and others suggesting these cultural associations date further back to ancient political thought (Jahoda, 1999). Bernstein’s project is particular to articulating the emergence of racial innocence through childhood figures. ]  [16:  Child figures are abstract representations of singular children, real or imagined, which through their circulation in literary texts, art, photography and other media, contribute to particular constructions of childhood. These phantasmic figures affect particular sentiments attached to ‘childhood’, enabling divergent or paradoxical political positions to appear natural and justified (Manzo, 2008; Bernstein, 2011)] 

Childhood and ‘child’ are thus not natural categories; they are political constructions which participate in the inclusion and exclusion of who counts as ‘a child’ with violent consequences in many instances. Whilst the figure of the child and constructions of childhood are often mobilised for political ends or in order to justify, (re)produce or sediment unequal relations of power, children themselves are often rendered apolitical through their status of child. Here the status of child signals incomplete developments, a child lacks the knowledge and capacity to act with political intent – they lack the knowingness that would render them political beings. In the next section I describe how the status of the child as unknowing and apolitical has been challenged by geographers who have worked with children in a variety of locations and circumstances to demonstrate how children actively participate in the construction of social and political worlds, as beings in and of themselves. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581767]2.3.3 The child as being and becoming
Given the ways in which childhood has been mobilised to justify the granting or withholding of rights from individuals and the subjugation of entire populations - including indigenous people, women, people of colour and queer people – the project to deconstruct childhood as a distinct biological and therefore natural phase of human development has been vital for demonstrating how childhood is productive of relations of power (Taylor, 2013). However, within the social sciences, this has often led to an overemphasis on childhood as a discursive (social) construct, an approach which unwittingly reinforces the ontological and  epistemological separation of the social from the natural (Prout, 2010). From this perspective, children are considered as agents who act on the natural world, rather than being in an interdependent relationship with more-than-human agencies. In attempting to deconstruct problematic associations of children with ‘nature’, the binary relation of human to nature has been reinforced. For example, the relationship between young people and childhood has long been of central concern to Childhood Studies, where it has been primarily understood as a dialectical relation between the discursive power of socially constructed childhoods and the agentic capacity of embodied children to rework the boundaries of childhood through their everyday experiences (Ashton, 2022). Children thus are not understood as socio-ecological agents. 
Children’s Geographies too has long been concerned with ‘the way in which children’s lives, experiences, attitudes and opportunities are socially and spatially constructed’ (James, 1990:1). Tracing the development of Children’s Geographies, Stuart Aitken argues that whilst an initial interest in children’s experiences and understandings of space was broadly informed by developmental science, the discipline emerged as a distinctly political project from the 1990s onwards. Early work focussed on social and cultural (re)production of childhood and the family which entrenched gender and class inequalities and shaped everyday lived experience. At the same time, the policy discourse of Universal Children’s Rights led to debates around what constitutes children and childhood, what sorts of rights these might entail and how they could be upheld across diverse cultural and geographical contexts. The recognition of children as rights bearing subjects enabled some sociologist to argue for a conceptualisation of children as ‘beings’ as opposed to the dominant conception of developmental ‘becomings’. Here the ‘being’ child is seen as a social actor in his or her own right, who is actively constructing his or her own ‘childhood’, and who has views and experiences about being a child (Uprichard, 2008). Whilst the ‘child as being’ was critiqued for replacing one static, universalist notion of the child with another (Aitken, 2014), these moves drew attention to the creative, political, and agentic capacities of young people as social agents who actively participate in the construction of their everyday lives and wider socio-spatial relations (Uprichard, 2008).  Kirsi Pauliina Kallio’s work with colleagues (Kallio and Häkli, 2013; Kallio and Thomas, 2019) is exemplary here in illustrating the agency of children in shaping their own lives and environments in the context of the Global North and the socio-political positioning of children within these contexts, as well as their capacity to engage with broader societal issues and processes. Drawing on research with young people in Finland and England, she focuses on the formation of political subjectivity as a dynamic intra-subjective process which is ongoing (Kallio, 2016).  She introduces the notion of ‘geosocialisation’ which refers to the ‘social dynamisms by which political subjectivities are contextually established, maintained, struggled and reformulated in the mundane realities where people lead their lives and learn to be citizens’ (Kallio, 2018). As a topological concept it draws attention to the sociality of all spatial relations, so whilst acknowledging the structuring conditions which shape peoples lived worlds, geosocialisation accounts for also attends to the ways in which everyday activities constitute the relational worlds within which we live.   The conceptual move to reinscribe the child as being and Kallio’s notion of geosocialisation, along with her wider work on children’s political subjectivity works from a humanist concept of subjectivity and politics which has been radically disrupted by the socio-material realities of Anthropocene. This work is pragmatically valuable in seeking to develop existing practices of citizenship, policy-making and other formal political processes to articulate a role for children and young people within these structures. Through careful empirical analysis, it demonstrates the ways in which children’s everyday lives are both conditioned by and actively shape relations of power, political possibilities and thus worlds in the making. Nevertheless, it remains within attempts to deconstruct childhood as a discursive phenomenon through rearticulating a politics of childhood located firmly in the realm of the (human) social, reinforcing the epistemological and ontological separation of nature and culture (Prout, 2010; Taylor, 2013). As Stuart Aitken argues ‘while perhaps politically expedient, a focus on children as “beings” forecloses the possibility of children “becoming other”; that is, something different from “becoming-the-same” as adults’ (Aitken 2018:14). The notion of the post-human child explored in more detail below opens up space for this ‘becoming-other’, which I argue allows for the reconfiguration of intergenerational relations to engage differently with the ethical and political challenges of Anthropocene. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581768]2.3.4 Conceptualising child-adult relations as co-becoming 
As above, the notions of child and childhood that dominate in Western philosophical traditions assume that the development of subjectivity involves ‘psychological and social processes that equate a child’s becoming with development towards ‘being’ – a particular located body in time and space which can be objectively identified, quantified, observed’(Murris and Borcherds, 2019, p. 198). Children are denied as political agents and knowing subjects on account of their supposed immaturity, their perceived ‘lack’ in relation to adults who are considered to be socially and psychologically developed. The role of the adult is to support the correct development of the child into adulthood through education, discipline, socialisation, etc. Critical post-humanism offers a different starting point for the development of the subject. Karan Barad’s development of relational ontology argues that all subjects emerge from the relational entanglements of human and non-human bodies; the ontological starting point for a sense of agency in the world is relationality rather than individuality(Barad, 2007; Kleinman, 2012). This unsettles the Western paradigm of childhood development, in which children are perceived as ‘becomings’, developing towards fully formed adult ‘beings’.  Instead, adults and children are both reconfigured as subjects in process, bodies which are becoming-with myriad others in ongoing intra-actions. Material and discursive intra-actions are what constitute a sense of self and the performance of agency; thus encounters, relations and intra-actions in and with the worlds around us become fundamental to understanding the emergence of subjects. This reconfiguration of subjectivity offers a new starting place for thinking about the agencies of children; how children come to know, learn and matter, what they can affect, and their intra-active relations other becoming subjects, including adults. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581769]2.4 Common Worlds 
Recent scholarship across childhood studies, education studies and children’s geography engages creatively with the challenges of Anthropocene through rethinking the child. Conceptualisations of ‘Children of the Anthropocene’ (Somerville, 2017) and ‘Anthropocene Childhoods’ (Ashton, 2023) offer a heuristic framing for thinking about the ways in which ‘new figures of the human, new figures of life, and new relations among life and perception’ emerge (Colebrook, 2010) (Colebrook, 2010). As outlined earlier, Anthropocene debates destabilise the binary logic of modernity and unsettle the modernist notion of teleological progress. This modernist paradigm underpins Western education models (Taylor, 2017; Kraftl, Taylor and Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2020) and the bio-social model of development from child to adult (Ashton, 2022); thus the concept of Anthropocene provokes a rethinking of both child development and childhood education . This is the conceptual starting point for experimental pedagogies explored by Common Worlds education practitioners and childhood scholars.
Common Worlds is a theoretical, methodological, and pedagogical orientation that foregrounds the entanglement of humans, non-humans, environments, materials, more-than-human beings, technologies and land in responding to Anthropocene challenges. It is a theoretically informed, ethical approach to actively reshaping our relations with/in the more-than-human worlds, primarily within childhood education. The Common Worlds Research Collective was co-founded by feminist childhood scholars Affrica Taylor, Veronica Pacini-Ketchabaw and Mindy Blaise in the 2010s and is an interdisciplinary network which the fields of early childhood education, children’s and more-than-human geographies, environmental education, feminisms, and Indigenous and environmental humanities. Geographically, the project has developed in the settler-colonial contexts of North America and Australia. As such it is deeply concerned with questions of justice in relation to ecological crises as a historical and ongoing process, colonial histories and the ethical implications of our entanglements. It seeks to unsettle Euro-Western, anthropocentric, developmentalist frameworks which have long dominated childhood studies and pedagogy in early education settings. 
The notion of common worlds draws on post-human theory and critiques of modernity, as outlined below
‘The notion of common worlds is an inclusive, more than human notion that helps us to avoid the divisive distinction that is often drawn between human societies and natural environments (Haraway, 2013; Latour, 2004). By re-situating our lives within indivisible common worlds, our research focuses upon the ways in which our past, present and future lives are entangled with those of other beings, non- living entities, technologies, elements, discourses, forces, landforms.’ (Common Worlds, 2025)
Common worlds is both a lens and a call to do research, teaching, and pedagogy differently: more relational, more-than-human, place-aware, attuned to environmental and colonial legacies and responsive to the messiness of life (Hodgins, 2019).
Common worlds thinking and practice has developed through pedagogic experimentation in formal education settings, primarily early years settings, and can be considered a response to the limits of other types of environmental education which position the child as the learner and the adult as the knower. Mainstream sustainability and environmental education tends to reinscribe human exceptionalism, positioning children as responsible actors who can influence pro-environmental behaviours in the family home (Lee, 2013; Andersen, 2018). Neoliberal environmentalism often shapes environmental pedagogy in formal education spaces, where ‘petro-pedagogies’ can restrict political imaginaries (Eaton and Day, 2019). Within environmental education, there has been a recent turn towards new materialist, more-than-human pedagogies, which seek to reassemble environmental and sustainability education to counter human exceptionalism (Tuck, McKenzie and McCoy, 2014; Mannion, 2019). Much of this innovative practice originates in settler-colonial contexts and draws on the decolonising praxis of land-based education (Tuck, McKenzie, and McCoy 2014). Common World pedagogies are one such approach which engage directly with the challenges of Anthropocene and the epistemological challenges it makes to the dominant paradigms of ‘progress’ and ‘development’ underpinning Western education and notions of childhood. I draw on Common Worlds scholarship to bridge the gap between critical geographies of children, which emphasize children’s agency, and education studies which focuses on children’s environmentalism to draw attention to children as relationally emerging ecological agents.  Developing an environmental pedagogy based on the entanglements of socio-natures, the post-human theorisation of the child and decolonial praxis, Common Worlds practitioners offer response-able ethical orientations to worlding with children. Through varied experimental child-world encounters, both staged and unexpected, they demonstrate how anthropocentric notions of agency may be unsettled through telling different types of stories with children as a method for coming to know the world differently. As such, Common Worlds offers an approach to child-adult relations which recognises their vitality for recuperative, reparative and imaginative modes of encounter which enable different political and ethical affordances. 
A Common Worlds framework mobilises the concept of the post-human child as a way of moving beyond the modernist concept of the human child outlined above. The post-human concept of child enables an understanding of the ways in which childhood and children mutually co-constitute one another – and extends this to account for wider entanglements. Drawing on the work of Karen Barad (Barad, 2007), this approach to childhood moves beyond the conceptualisation of a dialectical relationship between embodied, agentic children on the one hand and the social construction of childhood on the other, through insisting that nature and culture, or child and childhood are mutually constituted[footnoteRef:17]  through emergent relations (Lenz-Taguchi, 2010; Taylor, 2013; Aitken, 2018). This constitutes both a refusal of childhood as natural and biological whilst acknowledging that childhood as a relational process of becoming in which children embody different affordances, affective capacities and sensibilities in particular encounters (Marshall, 2013; Aitken, 2018a; Curti, 2019). Here, children are recognised as materially-discursively differentiated from adults, however rather than considering this to be a binary relation of children to adults, there is a continuity in the ways in which children and adult are both states of becoming which mutually constitute one another. Children thus inhabit different sensibilities, relations, bodies to adults vis-à-vis their relations with emergent childhoods.  ‘Emergent childhoods’ refers to the process of becoming child in relation to discursive shaping of childhood as well as the experiences of embodied children, that is as a child’s life unfolds their experiences are shaped by and actively shape notions of childhood. This is the discursive-material relation of child-childhood. This matters to my study because I argue that childhood sensibilities can challenge, unsettle and even rupture the affects of neoliberal environmentalism. Adults too have a relationship with childhood and are also in an emergent state of becoming in relation to children in their lives, child figures and notions of childhood, including their own childhood experiences. I explore this in more detail below, as it is critical to the theory of change this thesis proposes; namely that children, childhood and child figures play a critical role in recasting ethical relations between humans and more than human agents. Drawing this out empirically requires an attention  to the ‘in-between of intra-activities’ (Lenz-Taguchi, 2010, p. 29) that is, a focus how matter and meaning emerge from particular encounters. This forms the theoretical foundation for my methodological approach, in which I tune in, attend to and notice with children as interactive agents in the co-constitution of environmental politics.  [17:  This draws on Barad’s philosophy of intra-action where matter (or nature) and meaning (or culture) are not separate but ‘mutually implicated’ and ‘mutually articulated’ through the ‘dynamics of intra-action’ between the ‘material and the discursive’ (Barad, 2007: 152)] 

The concept of the post-human child also enables a queering of an assumed connection or affinity between children and nature. Queering here works to deromanticize this relationship; ‘to render it less assuredly natural and normal and to reconfigure is as infinitely more dynamic and complex’ in order to ‘politicize, reorient and reconfigure it as a lively and unforeclosed set of relations within a different set of political and ethical affordances’ (Taylor, 2013, p. xiii). Common Worlds Scholar Affrica Taylor uses ‘queer’ here to envision and draw out relations which are otherwise obscured by recourse to an idea of what is ‘natural’ in the emerging relations children from within more-than-human worlds.  Rather than jettisoning nature or ‘the environment’ as purely social constructions (Taylor, 2013), a queering of childhood engages with how meaning is made about nature and environment in relation to childhood as an emergent property, and through children’s encounters with/in more than human worlds. It points towards the multiple, overlapping and even contradictory subject positions that we adopt within socio-ecological entanglements. Starting with a concept of childhood as relational, emergent and entangled, common world scholarship asks how do agency and politics emerge from children’s sense-making encounters? How might this recast relations to bring about different kinds of world-makings or environmentalisms?
[bookmark: _Toc213581770]2.4.1 The Post-Human Child
Common Worlds educators and researchers apply the notion of the post-human child in order to see and know the world differently, recognising children as always-already entangled with non-human beings, materialities, discursive and inheritances (Hodgins, 2019). They acknowledge both adults and children as emerging subjects in process, and consider the ways in which they, as educators, might intervene to shape processes of becoming with by telling different stories about the relations between humans and non-human beings and objects (Nelson, Pacini-Ketchabaw and Nxumalo, 2018; Nxumalo, 2018). They attend to the affective, embodied, sensorial and historical presences that haunt their attempts to learn with children and their life worlds (Taylor and Blaise, 2014; Malone and Crinall, 2023). As a methodology which has developed mostly in the settler colonial contexts of Australia, the United States and Canada, there is an ethical commitment to acknowledging the inheritances and ongoing violences that research is implicated in. As Common Worlds scholar Denise Hodgins writes, ‘we are accountable—or, with Haraway, response-able—for that which we inherit and (continue to) put into the world. We are implicated. It matters that this work is from places rooted in ongoing settler colonialism, racial injustice and environmental’ (Hodgins, 2019, p. 27). A key question which animates the writing and story-telling central to common world praxis is ‘how might we think with alternative narratives to encounter ethically, politically and otherwise, while recognising that we are complicit and entangled in our efforts?’ (Hodgins 2019, p.6). 

[bookmark: _Toc213581771]2.4.2 Common worlds as a recuperative praxis for change
The ways in which ‘the environment’ has become a matter of public concern through neoliberal environmentalism has led to the de-politicization of ecological crises – it has entrenched the subordination of nature to humans, limited the mode of response and defined the terms of debate, thus foreclosing the realms of the possible. Eric Swyngedouw argues that in order to break out of the depoliticized politics of consensus which characterises mainstream or neoliberal environmentalism, there is a need to fully endorse the heterogeneity of socio-natural relations, encompassing the ‘multitude of natures and a multitude of existing, possible or practical’ relations between humans and non-human natures (Swyngedouw, 2011, p. 225). One way that researchers have sought to do this is through attending to multiple and situated environmentalities (Agrawal, 2005; Fletcher, 2017; MacGregor, 2021), including those which exceed or the notion of the sovereign individual (human) subject (Ford and Norgaard, 2020). Whilst Agrawal, MacGregor and Ford and Norgaard provide empirically rich accounts of situated processes of environmental subjecthood, this work is exceptional amidst wider literature on environmental subjectivity and emerging work on climate subjects which tends to focus on governance and the discursive shaping of subjects. 
 Research on emerging environmentalisms often focuses on new forms of activism, including place-based activism such as transition towns, energy cooperatives ad food justice movements (MacGregor, 2021)as well as the emergence of climate activisms (Skovdal and Benwell, 2021). Sherilyn MacGregor (2021) argues that the literature on emerging environmentalism tends to focus on evaluating the transformative potential of particular modes of response – often downplaying empirical ambiguity in order to develop or contribute to ‘strong theorising’ of change. Such theories of change fall into two camps – the ‘new environmentalisms’ or ‘environmental post-politics’. The first tends to celebrate the emergence of prefigurative practices, often elevating their significance beyond what the empirical data can show. The second argues that the limits of collective and locally based green practices movements do little to trouble the post-political condition we find ourselves in - they are merely ‘coping strategies’ which tinker at the edges rather than radically or substantively subverting the neoliberal consensus. She argues that whilst both of these approaches offer useful critical tools for making sense of environmentalism, there is a tendency to ‘put theory in the driver’s seat’ limiting ‘the capacity to illuminate interesting ambiguities to be found in the diverse strategies that are emerging in response to environmental problems’ in contemporary times. Here theory can become too abstract to accurately capture what is happening in practice. At the same time, there is a tendency to read for dominance rather than difference, which can lead to reinscribing capitalocentrism in their analysis. She argues that transformative potential is better identified through weak theorising ‘‘reading for difference rather than domination’ - in order to render visible diverse and perhaps unexpected forms of agency that emerge amidst neoliberal governance and ‘in the meantime’’ (Gibson-Graham 2014: 2798-9). Whilst wishing to account for the persistence of the figure of the responsible individual in environmental politics and the affective hold in has on us, I want to avoid reinscribing it – instead attending to heterogeneity and ambiguity in the spaces it surfaces and circulates. I follow MacGregor’s lead, and that of Gibson-Graham, in reading for difference, as a praxis of research which is oriented towards expanding the realms of the possible. 
 A parallel can be found in Common World approaches, which offer ‘strategies towards unsettling Euro-Western and neoliberal frameworks of being in the world’ (Hodgins, 2019, p. 6), through attending to, noticing and becoming with children and the more-than-human beings that inhabit their worlds. It is a praxis rather than a detached theoretical position. Putting theory into action is challenging, but Common World scholars translate speculative ethical orientation into pedagogical practice. They aim to decentre the child and to reconfigure adult-child relations through the concept of the post-human child – a child embedded in material, political and storied more-than-human worlds. Common Worlds approaches begin from the proposition that interactions between and across children, adults and more-than-human others can work at a microscale to recast the political and ethical dilemmas of living and dying well in multispecies worlds. In this way they offer modest, recuperative strategies which are oriented to bringing new worlds into being through caring for and learning with children. The theory of change employed here is open-ended – it does not claim to have the answers or propose a notion of ‘right’ action. Instead, it seeks to be responsive to emergent questions of justice and agency in entangled worlds. This includes taking seriously the questions children ask as opportunities for refiguring historical narratives of progress (Nelson, Pacini-Ketchabaw and Nxumalo, 2018), drawing attention to moments of encounter between human children and non-humans as moments for knowing and being otherwise (Taylor and Blaise, 2014) and attending to minor stories as a way of countering the grand narratives of Anthropocene (Taylor, 2020). Here the stories we tell and perform to and with children about our (human) response-abilities, capacities and agencies hold potential for generating different ways of being, knowing and acting in the world, for both children and adults.  
 In this thesis I seek to bridge the gap between family geographies and Common Worlds approaches attending to parent-child relations through the ethico-onto-epistemological orientation of Common Worlds. Whilst the pedagogy and method of common worlds have developed in practice through innovative environmental education in early years education settings[footnoteRef:18], I situate my study across a range of informal sites of learning and becoming – indeed from a Common Worlds perspective, any space which generates encounters with more-than-human worlds can be a site for intra-active (un)knowing, (un)doing and (un)folding. [18:  Early years education is founded on developmental psychology, which has long employed a natural realist perspective to childhood as being a biological phase of human development (Taylor, 2013). The development of Common Worlds methods and pedagogies has thus evolved from a very different set of disciplinary debates and epistemological foundations, than geographies of childhood, which developed from a social constructivist paradigm. Nevertheless, critical interventions  into the study of nature in geography (Castree, 2005) have fed into interdisciplinary reconceptualizations of nature-cultures which inform Common Worlds and other post-human retheorisations of the Child.] 


[bookmark: _Toc213581772]2.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have outlined the key concepts that I make use of, situating them in their social and political context in order to demonstrate their significance. This includes using a loose definition of the term ‘environmental politics ‘in order to capture heterogeneity in the ways in which children and their parents make sense of ecological crises; identifying the figure of the responsible individual in environmental discourse; and situating this withing a particular set of socio-natural relations I refer to as neoliberal environmentalism. I go on to identify affects as co-constitutive of environmental politics and draw on affect theory via Closs-Stephens in order to outline the primary focus of the empirical chapters – that is the ways in which agency emerges from affective encounters with environmental storylines, performances, objects and imaginaries.  In the next section, I consider how children have been considered as (not-yet) subjects historically and employ the concept of the post-human child to reconfigure the notion of the environmental subject. Here I argue that children and adults are entangled in processes of becoming subjects in relation to unfolding socio-natural entanglements – that is there is potential to become otherwise in taking seriously the concerns, questions and sensibilities of young children in the ongoing process of responding to ecological crises. The researching and writing of this thesis have been shaped in relation to reading and learning from Common World practitioners and approaches, which is where I first came across the notion of the post-human child and its potential for recasting ethical and political commitments to more-than-human others. Common Worlds provides a theoretical framework and ethos for the thesis, as well as shaping the methods I employed which I describe in more detail in the next chapter. 
Whilst indigenous scholars, anthropologists and post-human theorists among others have pointed to the multiplicity of meanings and enactments of responsibility within diverse relationships to time, place and non-human natures; neoliberal responsibility retains a powerful normative and discursive function in British politics, socio-cultural values and constructions of agency and selfhood. Further, ideas about individual responsibility have played an important role in the establishment of neoliberal environmentalism in the UK and beyond, constraining environmental subjectivities and politics within a framework of governance which fails to grapple with the structural and historical causes of ecological breakdown and catastrophic climate change. There is a need to attend to the persistence of responsibilisation in mainstream environmental discourse and the role this plays in the production of environmental ‘post-politics’. Tracing ideas about responsibility across the sites, spaces and encounters which seek to shape environmental subjectivities is vital for understanding how responsibility is negotiated, resisted, appropriated or (re)produced by children and adults. Borrowing a phrase from Ursula Heisse to state the ongoing importance of staying with debates which appear to have been exhausted, ‘Some of this critique may appear obvious, perhaps even banal to those acquainted’ with critiques of individual responsibility for ecological problems which are structurally embedded, however the fact remains that this retains be an important cultural, political and affective force means it requires continued attention. Through attending to the narratives, activities and affects circulating within heterotopic spaces of environmentalism, we can also draw attention to where and how the hegemonic logic of neoliberal environmentalism is starting to fray. Through looking at how parents and their children encounter, imagine and understand ecological crisis in the UK, we can attend to the different kinds of responsibilities and relations of care which overlap in the embodied, affective and interdependent processes of subject-becoming in Anthropocene times. 
In this chapter, I have illustrated some of the ways in which children and young people have come to figure in contemporary environmental and climate change discourse and politics in the UK context, and the ways in which young people themselves have creatively reworked claims for intergenerational responsibility and justice. A key concern of this thesis is to avoid a recentring of children as responsible neoliberal subjects, whilst recognising the active role that children play in emerging notions of post-human agency and in shaping environmental politics. Whilst I take children as a starting point for this inquiry, I decentre them by focussing instead on the relations between children and their parents, to consider how agency emerges through intra-active child-adult becomings. Rather than employing a Western notion of childhood as development towards adulthood, I mobilise the post-human theorisations of the child to attend to both children and adults are emerging through ongoing encounters with one another, as well as myriad other forces, agents, affects and inheritances, in particular spaces. These spaces are the museum, the festival and the protests – sites which mobilise particular problematisations of the environment and seek to construct or reinforce associated notions of environmental subjectivity. The mutual emergence of children and childhoods through particular historical, material, geographical and more than human entanglements recognises that children can embody different agentic capacities to adults, however what these capacities look like is specific to the worlds children inhabit and co-constitute. At the same time, acknowledging both children and adults as intra-active becomings generates a horizonal relationality in which both children and adults are acknowledged as mutually agentic. Bridging Kallio’s work on the political subjectivity of children with Common Worlds recasting of the child as becoming in multi-species worlds, this offers a different starting point for understanding intergenerational relations. Both children and adults are actively engaged in and thus response-able to the ongoingness of multi-species worlds. The implications of this study are not that we (adults, practitioners, researchers) should seek to ‘improve’ children, but rather contribute to other projects which consider ‘how we, adults, can improve our own response-ability towards a less exclusionary way of knowing about subjectivities.' (Tembo, 2024a).


[bookmark: _Toc213581773]Chapter 3 Methods
[bookmark: _Toc213581774]3.1 Introduction
Judy: It's not like, separate. It’s not like Oh, climate change is over here and have I raised my children is over here. It's like, actually. These issues are all like intertwined and -
Actually, it's about -
I don't know. I'm working this stuff out for myself, you know.
Yeah.
Me: Yeah, yeah, me too.
In the above exchange, I ask Judy, an XR parent-activist who attended The Big One with her two young children why she had begun to cry at the start of our call. My reply – ‘Yeah, yeah, me too’ was not a conscious attempt to ‘generate rapport’ with my interviewee, it was an honest response from me, speaking as a parent, trying to remain alive to the political and ethical challenges of our times whilst raising small children. I  don’t consider myself an expert in knowing how to live with ecological catastrophe; many of my interviewees had a far better grasp of climate science than I, nor a disembodied researcher seeking to represent the distant concerns of others; like all beings I am living through the socio-material shifts and uncertainty of unfolding Anthropocene and I am materially, politically and emotionally entangled in its (re)production. 
 This thesis is both an analysis of some of the spaces, relations and practices which make up emerging environmental politics in the UK, as well as a personal journey in figuring out what role I might play, as a white, ciswoman, parent, post-graduate researcher and aspiring academic in co-constituting response-able orientations towards multispecies worlds. Living within, thinking about, researching and writing this thesis has been a deeply personal journey.  I have embraced the experiential and affective personal connections I have to this topic through autoethnography and emotive interviews, an experience which has, at times, been deeply discomforting. At other times I have sought a critical distance through piecing together fragments of ethnographic data with theoretical insights from feminist post-human ethics and affect theory. This piecing together is a process of bricolage which allows me to tell a story about the affects and potentials of parent-child intra-actions in spaces which aim to inform, educate or mobilise families to act in relation to ecological crisis. 
In this methodology chapter, I give a brief overview of the three sites in which I situate my research. These sites were chosen because they foreground family engagement with environmental politics, as spaces which seek to inform, educate or otherwise persuade individuals to respond to ecological problems. I argue that these sites contain potential as heterotopias; they provide a temporal and spatial break from everyday routines and rhythms, and as such can offer opportunities, however fleeting, to ‘float and think big’  (Berlant and Greenwald, 2012)– that is a chance to reflect upon the status quo and imagine other ways of being. I go on to describe in detail the ethnographic mode of research that I embodied whilst participating in and observing each site. This includes autoethnography; listening (tuning in to children’s idiosyncratic modes of sense-making); observing (attending to interactions between children and adults); informal chats and semi-formal interviews. I discuss some of the practicalities of collecting data and the ethical considerations of the study pertaining to researching with my children, seeking informed consent from children and their parents and the emotive experiences of conducting a study on ecological crisis. Throughout the study, I adopted a relational ethic of care with participants particularly those I interviewed, which I discuss with reference to some examples. Finally, I identify some of the limits of the study. 
Whilst both my theoretical framing and methodological approach draw on post-humanist approaches to acknowledging and participating in more-than-human worlds, the empirical focus of my thesis is child-adult interactions in particular sites which aim to discursively shape environmental subjects. It is influenced by Common Worlds methodology but doesn’t employ explicitly more-than-human methods. Rather, I take an embodied approach of noticing, attuning to and being affected by (Stewart, 2011),  holding this in tension with the discursive framings, narratives and political aims of each site.  Following Angharad Closs-Stephens (2022), I draw on my experience of the sites to focus on what actually unfolds within each particular space-time.  The fragments of this thesis have been collected through autoethnographic and ethnographic research encounters including interviews. Multispecies relations play a smaller role in the analysis; however non-human others are present throughout the sites, and another story could be told about the multiple ways in which these interact with child-adult relation in human families with different affects and agencements. Here, the intra-active relations between discourse and materiality, as described by Barad (2007), are of interest. These are drawn out through a diffractive analysis, working across diverse bodies of literature and thought to the highlight potentiality of each in relation to family. The process of diffractive analysis is explained in more detail in section 3.5 below.  Working across three heterotopic sites, I use ethnographic and autoethnographic enquiry to develop a collage-like composition of which demonstrates the multiple and heterogenous ways in which family spaces, practices and interactions are both situated within and contribute to shifting environmental politics. I do so in order to suggest that the family constitutes an important and often overlooked site of environmental politics.   
[bookmark: _Toc213581775]3.2 Sites of Research
The study is a multi-sited ethnography in three socio-cultural spaces which foreground family engagement with themes ecological crises. The are the temporary exhibition Our Broken Planet at the Natural History Museum (2021/22), The Festival of Thrift, a two-day Sustainability festival in Redcar (September 2022); and The Big One (October 2022) a mass climate protest held over four days in London coordinated by Extinction Rebellion. These three sites have been selected to offer a spectrum of viewpoints and storylines (see 1.1.2)
All three sites aim to inform, educate and persuade attendees to act in relation to environmental problems; they participate in the co-construction of environmental discourses, imaginaries and affects (Brace and Geoghegan, 2011). Each site mobilises different modes of environmentalism through different forms; museum objects, performances, storytelling, craft activities, singing, slogans and banners. Whilst each site has been orchestrated with a clear discursive function and political aim, focussing too heavily on these obscures the heterogeneity of narratives, activities and encounters that takes place within each. Whilst the Museum exhibit is very tightly scripted, the Festival and the Protest are less formally orchestrated, with diverse activities being offered by volunteers, performers, artists and vendors. Across all sites, the interactions and encounters between people co-constitute the space and the affects which circulate within it – such that encounters within each site always exceed attempts at orchestration. It is this excess that I am particularly interested in. 
In the final part of this section, I argue that sites such as these are particularly conducive to generating new encounters, questions, interjections which contain the potential for unsettling narrow forms of environmentalism. I conceptualise them as heterotopic sites, where intergenerational interactions take place in ‘other than everyday’ settings. Whilst family relations and activities are often situated within accounts of ‘the everyday’, these diverse sites can be considered temporally and spatially distinct from the rhythms and places of everyday life - counter spaces which are decidedly ‘other’ yet not wholly removed from the everyday (Foucault 1986). They are distinct from utopias as they are ‘real places, places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society’ (ibid, 24) but differ from everyday spaces in their functions and their relations to other spaces and times. Thinking these sites through the lens of the heterotopic means focusing attention on the ways in which they reflect and unsettle ways of knowing the world.  
[bookmark: _Toc213581776]3.2.1 The Museum
Our Broken Planet: How we got here and ways to fix it (OBP) was a temporary exhibition at the Natural History Museum, London from May 2021-August 2022, complemented by an online program of workshops, videos and other interactive resources. It was launched to coincide with the Museum’s Strategy to 2031 which seeks to outline the Museum’s mission in responding to Planetary emergency, in part through programming which aims to ‘Create Advocates for the Planet’ (NHM, 2020). The exhibition received close to a million visitors during this time, exceeding expectations and leading to the development an annual youth programme,   Generation Hope (NHM, 2024). During the exceptionally hot summer of 2022, I made two visits to Our Broken Planet, the first across three days in July, the second was a one-day visit in August with my 4-year-old daughter. Across these visits I was able to speak to two members of the audience insights team as well as five science educators who supported family engagement with the exhibition. I was supported in my visits by the Senior Learning Advocate and Researcher who I had been put in touch with via personal networks, who introduced me to members of the Learning and Engagement team. During these visits I familiarised myself with the exhibits and spent time observing how groups of adults and children used the space. Although I spoke to some attendees, most did not want to stop and talk to a researcher for long[footnoteRef:19]. I found that listening in to conversations between adults and children allowed a much richer perspective account of such dynamic relations than attempting a rushed conversation with family groups[footnoteRef:20] at the end of their visits.  [19:  I had originally planned to recruit family volunteers to record their journey around the exhibition using a GoPro camera, following Burbank et al. (2018) and Hackett’s (2026) use of hand-held and body-worn cameras to capture young children’s museum experiences. The use of AV recordings here aims to capture a holistic, first-person experience of a museum visit from a child’s perspective and aims to reduce the mediating presence of a researcher observing or participating in the visit (Burbank, McGregor and Wild, 2018). I thought that this method of data collection would offer a glimpse of child-adult interaction in the museum space that might otherwise be difficult to capture. However, I was working on a tight timeframe, visiting the exhibition in its final weeks and had to approach visitors on the spot to recruit participants – unsurprisingly no one wanted to take part in the recording of their visit with so little forewarning, and were particularly wary of sharing video recordings off their children. I had to pivot my approach to one which focussed on unobtrusively observing and listening in, which ultimately offered a more varied set of interactions and encounters than I might have accessed through recruiting self-selecting families. The Audience insights team recruit family visitors as part of their evaluation work, offering a £50 voucher as an incentive. If I were to conduct a similar project in future, I would seek to recruit families in advance to record their visits through body worn cameras as a set of data to consider alongside ethnographic observation.  ]  [20:   The term ‘family visitors’ is used by the Audience Insights team to refer to mixed age groups including at least one adult and one child under the age of 13. It does not include school groups. Although this obscures the diverse relations that adults and children might have, I have adopted this pragmatic definition across the three sites as it has not always been possible or appropriate to seek to verify the relations between the adults and children I have observed. ] 

I am grateful to staff at the museum who were exceptionally welcoming and helpful, all those who I approached spoke freely about their thoughts and experiences of working on or in the Our Broken Planet exhibition. Through informal conversations, the Science Educators I spoke to offer a unique perspective on the ways in which families had interacted with and responded to the exhibition, having interacted with many of the 12,000 family visitors over its duration. In addition, the audience insights team provided me with a summary of the summative evaluation of the exhibit, as well as a sample of 500 comment cards left by visitors of all ages at the gallery exit. 

[bookmark: _Toc213581777]3.2.2The Festival 
The Festival of Thrift is a free, two-day arts and culture event focussed on the theme of sustainability which takes place annually in the penultimate weekend of September in Redcar, North-East England. I am a regular attendee at the festival, having attended every year with my children, husband, extended family, and friends since 2018[footnoteRef:21]. Whilst these past experiences have also informed the account provided in Chapter 5, for the most part the observations made in response to my research questions were made during the Festival on 24th-25th September 2022. I attended on both days, Saturday and Sunday spending most of Saturday with my children and husband and attending alone on Sunday. Prior to attending the festival, I had contacted the organisers to outline my research and seek consent to include the Festival in my project. It took me some time to get in touch with the organisers, eventually getting a direct contact through a colleague at Durham University. This may have been because the Festival was going through a change in directors as well as returning to a physical event after a two-year break. Whilst they were happy to facilitate my attendance as a researcher, they were not available to speak to me at any length. However, I was able to informally interview five creative practitioners who were running activities for younger children across the festival both before and after the event. This included a session entitled ‘The Kids are alright’ a storytelling, discussion and debate workshop aimed at children aged 3-8 and their families and a ‘Bubble blower workshop’ aimed at children aged 5-13. [21:  The festival was cancelled in September 2020 due to restrictions on social gathering and public events brought in by the UK government in response to the COVID-19 global pandemic. The festival organisers put together a programme of online events, workshops and performances, however I didn’t attend these. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc213581778]3.2.3 The Protest
The Big One was a mass gathering in Westminster, London in April 2023 coordinated by climate activist movement Extinction Rebellion and supported by many other environmental and climate organisations, charities and grassroots collectives. It was a four-day event from 21st – 24th April and involved static ‘stalls’ hosted by different climate and environment organisations outside the Houses of Parliament, a family march on Saturday and a program of coordinated pickets, performances and other protests around various government departments and agencies in the surrounding area. Extinction Rebellion Families, a subgroup of XR which aims to facilitate parents, guardians and their children to take part in climate activism, coordinated a programme of ‘family friendly’ activities over the four days. Several climate and environmental groups formed around family and parental identities, e.g. Mothers Climate Action Network (Mothers CAN), Parents for Future and Mothers Rise Up facilitated different activities for this program and held a large space within the protest site for children and their families to gather, talk, have picnics, feed babies, blow bubbles and play with lego. 
Across the weekend event I chatted informally with activists, particularly those marching with groups affiliated with parental identity such as Mums for Lungs.  I joined the March for Biodiversity on Saturday alongside a family of 5; a mum, dad, two children aged 5 and 8 and a grandmother. My observations of The Big One are contextualised through long term personal and research interest in the XR Movement which I have followed since 2017, attending a number of events in London and supporting a protest event in the Northeast in 2018. Following the Big One, I interviewed 9 parent-activists who had attended The Big One with their young children. These were the only formal interviews undertaken as part of this project. My interview process is covered in more detail in Section 3.4.
Mass demonstrations in the capital city have been one of the most visible embodiments of XR UK, and have taken place regularly since 2018, with regular ‘rebellions’ organised in in Autumn and Spring. The most recent of these before The Big One had been the Weekend of Resistance, 14th-16th October 2022. I attended the Reclaim our Future March from Hyde Park to Parliament Square on Sunday 16th October. Many of the activists I spoke to here were disappointed by the low turn-out for this event led by XR youth, and it marked a turning point in strategy for XR UK. As explored in more detail in chapter XX, a focus on non-violent direct action which causes significant disruption and results in large numbers of people being arrested has characterised the activities and wider strategy of Extinction Rebellion. However, in response to decreasing numbers at national protests and wider discontent within the movement around the strategy of mass arrest, XR UK announced in early 2023 that that they would temporarily halt disruptive public action in favour of building a more inclusive movement and developing their support base. The Big One acted as an opportunity for XR to rebuild their support base and align themselves with a braod coalition of environmental campaigning groups in an effort to ‘prioritise attendance over arrest and relationships over roadblocks’  (Rebellion, 2022). 
Although the actions taken by XR families are designed to be safe, inclusive and accessible for families, protests can be highly volatile spaces in which situations evolve or escalate rapidly. As a researcher working in a protest site, it is important to remain vigilant to any changes in the activity of the crowd or atmosphere which suggest an escalation in tensions between protesters and onlookers, counter-protestors or police. Whilst I would be comfortable to take my children to a large climate march, and have taken them to smaller demonstrations in the past, I decided not to bring them to The Big One because I felt that having my attention split between looking after them in a protest environment whilst trying to attend to the protest as a research site could make me less perceptive to the risks. Ultimately, it turned out to be a peaceful, safe protest, where no arrests were made. 


	
	Dates
	Attending with my children
	Ethnographic observations
	Interviews
	Other data

	Our Broken Planet
	May 2021- August 2022
	23rd August 2022
	8th-10th August 2022
	N/A
	500 comment cards left by visitors of all ages, summative evaluation, recorded interviews with the exhibit curators (publicly available) exhibit text and photos, other publicly available NHM documents, e.g. Museum Strategy

	The Festival of Thrift
	24th- 25th September 2022
	24th September 2022
	24th - 25th September 2022
	N/A
	Recollections from previous visits, informal discussion with family workshop facilitators before and after, publicly available documents e.g. festival programme, annual report

	The Big One
	21-24thst April 2023
	N/A
	21st – 23rd April 2023
	9 interviews with 10 attendees (7 parents, 3 children)
	Additional participant observation during Reclaim our Future March – 16th October 2022, publicly available documentation 



[bookmark: _Toc212304541]Table 2 Summary of site visits and data collected
[bookmark: _Toc213581779]3.2.4 Heterotopia as methodology
The choice of sites was a practical one; whilst different forms of environmentalism surface throughout everyday family life and interactions, it was harder than expected to find spaces where environmentalism is the primary focus and families are the primary audience. This was partly because COVID-19 restrictions were only just being lifted; many physical events and spaces were only just reopening. All three sites share a pedagogic function; the organisers of each site aim to teach their audiences something. In the museum and festival this may be considered a form of environmental governance, whilst the educational imperative in the protest site is more to do with a form or unlearning, and the development of an activist subjectivity (see chapter 6). However, viewing them solely as sites of education or subject formation overlooks their potential as sites of becoming, glossing over the ambiguities that arise as children and their parents encounter frameworks, storylines and figures. Over time, I came to conceptualise these sites in terms of their heterotopic potential, building on the work of geographers Peter Johnson (2013) and Matthew Gandy (2012), in which heterotopic spaces work to unsettle the status quo and queer binary relations. 
The Museum and the Festival were both identified as heterotopias par excellence by Foucault in his brief writings, so employing the concept within this project is by no means novel. Perhaps because the concept is so vaguely and somewhat inconsistently defined by Foucault, it has proliferated across a range of disciplines, sites and topics where it is interpreted in various ways to name spatial difference. This issue with this, as Arun Saldanha points out, is that an insistence on defining sites of absolute otherness depends upon a notion of `society' as a totality in which some spaces relate to it in terms of inversion, novelty, and neutralisation’ (Saldanha, 2008, p. 2093). I recognise the political and ethical risks of the structuralist logic underpinning definition of otherness in relation to an apparent centre or norm. However, I am careful here to recognise that these sites are not in opposition to the spaces of the everyday. Indeed, they contain everyday relations of parents to their children, whilst spaces like the museum are everyday spaces for those who work there. Instead, I conceptualise them as spaces which offer a break, however fleeting, from the rhythms and routines of everyday life. I argue that given the pressures of everyday neoliberal life, particularly the intensification of family life explored in Chapter 1, spaces which allow us to step outside of our everyday concerns and contemplate bigger political and ethical concerns are more vital than ever.  Drawing my theoretical and empirical insights together, I argue that heterotopic spaces are vital to the enlivening of environmental politics because they provide a spatial and temporal break, from the pressures of everyday life, creating imaginative openings for being-knowing-doing otherwise. Here I briefly outline what I mean by heterotopia as methodology; I develop my argument on the value of heterotopic spaces to environmental politics further in my empirical chapters, particularly Chapter 5. 
Foucault was as concerned with methods of study as he was with the object of study, thus Johnson argues that Foucault introduced heterotopian thinking as a method of looking at and diversifying space.  The concept of heterotopia is only very briefly sketched out in Foucault’s work, but in terms of a framework for examining spatio-temporal configurations, heterotopian thinking focuses scholarly attention on how spaces enable critical reflection on the status quo.  I argue that rather than a method, towards heterotopia thinking is in fact a methodology. That is, it draws together the philosophical and conceptual frameworks which underpin the choice of methods with ethical commitments towards the intended outcomes of research. My argument is that as a methodological approach to research, heterotopian thinking requires not only reading for heterotopic affordances but actively seeking to carve out, expand and contribute to generative, other than everyday spaces in our research and writing. 
Heterotopia offers a starting point for conceptualising the ways in which other than everyday sites of environmentalism contain unsettling potentialities which ‘disrupt established thought, practice and subjectivities…resist the settling of binary thinking and…assist in formulating new relationships and alliances (Johnson, 2013). It allows for a mode of analysis which focuses on how entanglements across all three sites unsettle neoliberal environmentalism. This raises critical questions about the role of such spaces in shaping a sense of agency, both collective and individual, in Anthropocene times. In the museum, the festival and the protest I direct my attention to where the ‘everyday’ of family relations are confronted with environmental politics in ‘other’ spaces, and how this unsettles or reinforces concepts of the relationality between non-human agency (nature), human agency and the capacity for change. 
The Festival, the Museum and the Protest are organised around different rhythms than those of everyday commitments and responsibilities such as working hours, or the school run.  In a break with the temporal rhythms of the everyday, the timing of The Big One, over a long weekend from Friday to Monday, meant that attendees took time off work and allowed their children to miss school to attend. They also generate a ‘confrontation’ (Wainwright, 2020) or encounter ecological crises – albeit one which is mediated through aesthetic forms. The combination of this ‘confrontation’ together with the heterotopic nature of the sites is what makes them fertile spaces for the generation and circulation of affects which trouble the figure of the responsible individual, holding the possibility for other modes of political and ethical agency to emerge. 
As well as marking a spatio-temporal break, heterotopias are also identified by the way in which they juxtapose in a single site, several other spaces that are otherwise incompatible[footnoteRef:22]. This gathering of other spaces and times enables heterotopic sites to ‘mirror, distort and react to all remaining space’ (Johnson 2013, 794). Through gathering and reflecting function, heterotopias can illuminate the status quo and unsettle common sense understandings, ‘both revealing and destabilizing the foundations of knowledge’ (Beckett, Bagguley and Campbell, 2017, p. 171). Defined in this way, the concept of heterotopia draws attention to how particular sites gather in other spaces and times to allow for critical reflection and an unsettling of dominant ideologies. The museum, the festival and the protest are considered to generate potentiality for intergenerational becoming-with because of their quality as other than everyday spaces in which different kinds of atmospheres, affects and affordances circulate. As spatio-temporally different from everyday spaces, routines and rhythms, they are more likely to foreground the kinds of encounters with difference, the unexpected or the transgressive[footnoteRef:23] which can prompt dialogic and performative processes of parent-child of becoming moral and political agents (Harris and Valentine, 2017; Hörschelmann, 2017; Malone and Crinall, 2023). Here heterotopia is employed as method – as  a conceptual and empirical starting point for attending to that which reflects, unsettles, and queers in particular spaces (Gandy, 2012; Johnson, 2013).  [22:  Other principles of heterotopias include their association with liminal subjects – Foucault distinguishes here between heterotopias of crisis, that is spaces where individuals in crisis make a transition e.g. from childhood to adulthood. He argues that these are being replaced by heterotopias of deviation, that is sites where individuals whose behaviour deviates from the norm are placed, such as prison or psychiatric hospitals. Heterotopias are also spaces marked by systems of openness or closedness, they are not freely accessible like a public space but require certain things of those who enter them, although they may appear freely accessible, they enact certain exclusions. This final point is arguably true of all spaces, both heterotopic and everyday – geographic work has demonstrated how constructions of space function to exclude through discursive regimes and physical infrastructure, as well as through circulations of atmospheres and affects.   ]  [23:  See for example the performance artwork The Bees at the Festival of Thrift, discussed in chapter 5, the autoethnographic account of a video of a crab dissection at Our Broken Plant, NHM in chapter 4 and child-parent encounters with the police during XR demonstration in chapter 6. These offer empirical examples of unsettling, enchanting or transgressive moments which I suggest are generated by the other than everyday quality of my chosen sites. ] 

In times of ecological crisis, the urgencies of the everyday can squeeze out the capacity for ‘thinking big’(Berlant and Greenwald, 2012); spaces which allow for the creative unsettling, critical reflection or playful re-imagining are urgently required. Heterotopia as method thus becomes more than attending to and describing heterotopic spaces, but expanding them, contributing to them and enabling other than everyday spaces to flourish. Developing the concept of heterotopia as methodology, I suggest that researchers should seek to incorporate heterotopic spaces into research processes, actively curating spaces ‘to float and think big’ which reach beyond the walls of the university. That is, heterotopia is as method which enables and supports people to gather together in places that generate critical reflection on the patterns, rhythms and politics that determine our everyday lives. Whilst this is not something I was able to do within the scope of this project, it is something I have aspired towards through collage-making workshops (Cartwright and Edwards, forthcoming), and certainly a position I intend to take forward into future research. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581780]3.3 Ethnography as an approach
Ethnography has long been valued by social researchers who wish to contextualise their research accounting for the complexities and particularities of socio-cultural worlds through ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973). For researchers of affect, emotion and embodied encounter, ethnography is a method which privileges experience (Vannini, 2015), where experience is understood as ‘much more than attending to emotions or the inner lives of social beings. It is about understanding how we are all situated in relation to structures of exploitation and that the task of building other worlds will have to address the ways we live in common.' (A. Closs Stephens, 2022, p. 8). The researcher’s embodied experience of a situation or event is a starting point for exploring commonalities and differences in experience and for attuning to the affects, atmospheres and encounters as they unfold place in particular space-times (Stewart, 2011). It enables an analysis which situates experience within wider the socio-cultural, political, economic and ecological processes which constitute the contemporary moment. 
Events, temporary or time-limited ‘activities, gatherings and collective activities’ (Koch, 2023)[footnoteRef:24]’ pose practical difficulties, given that the time spent within them may be brief, and a researcher can only be in one place at any one time – meaning they miss out on what may be significant encounters elsewhere. This was particularly true for The Big One and the Festival of Thrift, both of which covered a larger area than the Museum exhibition, whilst each had multiple activities running synchronously. As an experiential method, ethnographic enquiry always generates a necessarily partial and situated account (Haraway, 1988; Marcus, 1995), where the researcher’s positionality, comportment, relations within and to a particular site shape research encounters and the body of data collected.  In the case of event ethnography, one way to generate a more holistic account is to recruit multiple ethnographers to report on a single event, so that more of the activities in a large site can be experiences and reported upon. Within the limits of my funding, this was not an option, so my approach draws on my own experiences of each site which I attended both on my own and in the case of the Museum and the festival, on separate occasions with my young family. Guided by an approach which neither privileges discourse or materiality but rather ‘the in-between of intra-activities’ (Lenz-Taguchi, 2010, p. 29) – I attend to both to the dominant discourses of environmentalism which shape each site, whilst also observing and feeling what happens in each site. Drawing on my experiences and the experiences of others as observed and discussed in conversation and interview, I sought to make become ‘attentive to the nimbus of affects whose dynamics move along and make worlds, situations, environments’ (Berlant and Greenwald, 2012, p. 88).  [24:  Event can also be used to refer to remarkable, disruptive happenings (van Doormalen 2017) or particular instances of heightened affect (Angharad Closs-Stephens, 2022), however here I use it to refer to the temporary nature of the sites I am researching. ] 

As Marcus argues, the relative thickness of thinness of a research site in a multi-sited ethnography depends not on time spent within each site but on the negotiation of identity and the questions asked across the sites (Marcus, 2011). Expanding on my research questions (1.1 & 1.2) the following questions guided my collection of data through field notes[footnoteRef:25], photos and collection of other materials relevant to each site. [25:  Field notes were made on my phone which provided an inconspicuous way of recording observations in situ and in handwritten and typed reflections immediately after each visit. In the Museum, I had permission to record videos of the exhibition and take photos and put up a notice at the entrance and exit of the museum to alert visitors to my presence. In my ethics application I outlined a protocol for ensuring identifiable data was not included or was obscured in any photographic images published in this thesis or elsewhere for the purposes of dissemination. ] 

· What does each site aim to do? How is it situated within broader discourses of environmentalism and contemporary environmental politics in the UK?
· What concepts of family/childhood shape each site – how are families/individual positioned across each site?
· How is each site materially constituted – what can be seen, heard, felt, experienced in each space?
· What kinds of interactions and encounters take place between adults and children across each site? How does each space enable or afford other-than-everyday encounters with discourses of environment and material more-than-human worlds?
In my analysis, I draw on Common worlds thinking, theories of affect, the post-human child, and the concept of Heterotopia as method to ask –
· What openings, possibilities and orientations do these sites thus offer for recasting the political and ethical concerns of Anthropocene? 
· What do they suggest about how and where heterogenous environmental politics are emerging?  
· What potentiality for unlearning, unknowing, unbecoming as modes of subjecthood for catastrophic times?
Below I outline in more detail the methods of listening and observing I employed to attend to children’s interactions and sense-making, and how autoethnographic experience enabled a sensitivity to the constitutive tensions of environmentalism, parenting and forms of adult-child relations.  Finally, I describe my process of analysis as a diffractive(Barad, 2007; Mazzei, 2014), drawing on multiple theoretical readings in order to attend to the ‘in-between’ of environmental discourse and the myriad other affects, intra-actions and encounters which constitute ongoing processes of ecological agency.
[bookmark: _Toc213581781]3.3.1 Tuning in, attending to and noticing with children
Auto ethnographical enquiry led me to conceptualise the intra-active becomings of children and their parents outlined in Chapter 2. It is not uncommon for autoethnographic enquiry to shape the ontological framing of research; reflexive ethnographies dissolve the boundaries between researcher and research subject, (Butz and Besio, 2009) enabling closer attention to the multiple entanglements through which relational selves come into being. Experiencing my own children becoming relational beings in the world, whilst I too am becoming-parent with and through them enlivens my conceptualisation of the child in environmental politics (Edwards, 2023) avoiding centring the child as individual agent or falling into tropes of the figure of the child (Edelman, 2004; Bernstein, 2011; Robson, 2025). It has helped me consider how formative encounters exceed interactions within the bounded physical spaces of my fieldwork. For example, my eldest daughter, who accompanied me on a visit to Our Broken Planet aged almost five, as well as to the Festival of Thrift, continued to ask questions about what she had encountered in the museum long after our visit, and I was able to see how these informed other transgressive socio-natural encounters (see 4.2). Attending to and noticing the ways in which my daughters interact with me and others across these sites and beyond allowed me to develop a sensibility towards the everyday encounters and fleeting moments of child-adult recognition. As Kallio notes, ‘it is challenging, if not impossible, to follow people around in their everyday environments to witness their political formation’ (Kallio, 2017); autoethnography offers one method for accounting for possible moments of becoming-with (Haraway, 2003). Situating the study across heterotopic sites which seek to shape environmental subjects was a methodological choice to better understand how discursive formations entangle with materiality, affective intensities and interpersonal relations to shape environmental politics. 
Kallio draws on Charlies Taylor’s concept of inter-subjective recognition to argue that the ways in which children are recognised and misrecognised in intersubjective encounters are vital to their becoming political subjects. The politics of recognition play out in the intimate sphere of family and relationships with significant others, as well as in the public sphere (Taylor, 1994), where different kinds of knowledge, rationality and social standing fundamentally affect the positioning of individual as political agents in the public sphere (Staeheli, 2008). Kallio makes visible fleeting moments and long-lasting relations with significant adults that shape political becoming in the early years. She argues that ‘the recognition of youthful, caring agencies in familial relations builds children and young people into subjects who find themselves important to other people and capable of contributing to their communities’ (2017, p. 29). Conversely, misrecognition of children as caring political subjects can be harmful to a sense of self. She proposes contextual respect as a focal point for intergenerational encounters, in which the respect or disrespect shown towards children and their capacities to know, care for and act significantly impact children’s political becoming because they can also (unintentionally) reveal attitudes towards equality more generally. As discussed further in the empirical chapters, across the Festival and the Museum I witnessed moments of misrecognition, where children’s engagement with or articulation of environmental discourses was brushed off or misunderstood by the adults they were with (See 5.2 and 4.3). This was not necessarily intentional – moving through these busy spaces with young children is tiring and it is difficult if not impossible sometimes to keep up with the steady chatter of questions, interjections and noise children make – what Nolas refers to as ‘babble’ (Nolas, 2021). Tuning into this babble and the ways in which children are quietened, stilled or scolded reveals intergenerational processes of (mis)recognition which shape how children and their parents, carers and significant familial others enter into geosocial relations as political subjects (Kallio, 2016, 2018). Listening attentively to children’s babble involves recognising the sensory, embodied and idiomatic ways in which children make sense of and communicate their encounters with(in) entangled socio-natures as constitutive of worlds. That is to say, children, like all other beings, are active agents in the making of worlds.  This was the bodily comportment I attempted to adopt as an ethnographic method of listening and observing. I sought to notice and tune into the idiomatic utterances and gestures of children across the three sites in order to recognise them as meaningful and agentic (Nolas, Aruldoss and Varvantakis, 2019). 
A brief example illustrates noticing and attuning to moments of (mis)recognition during an acrobatic dance performance at the Festival of Thrift, TimeLess (Joli Vyann, 2022)[footnoteRef:26]. During the dramatic performance, in which performers dance acrobatically on, inside and around a 7-metre-tall rotating hourglass, I noticed a little girl’s attention focussed elsewhere, collecting leaves and twigs into an imaginary campfire. Disinterested in the performance, or perhaps unaware of the unfolding spectacle, two other girls joined her, they looked around 4-6 years old. They scampered around, delighting in the size of their ‘campfire’ pile – until an adult couple walked right through it, oblivious to their play. ‘Somebody ruined it!’ one of them cries out, dejected. Another responds ‘I know, build it back!’ The adults they are with, presumably parents or carers, start to join in - nudging leaves toward the new pile with their feet, repairing the damage. Not long after, another adult arrives with tray of hot chips. ‘CHIPS!’ cry the girls excitedly, suddenly abandoning the campfire that had absorbed them completely only moments before.   [26:  The content and affects of this performance are further explored in Section 5.2] 

Children’s play here is an important site of world-making in which they simultaneously inhabit imaginary and real worlds which shape their political and ecological becoming. This becoming-with sticks is not unusual for young children who often form relations with sticks in outdoor spaces (Rooney, 2019). Such interactions with apparently mundane materials are expressive of a child-like sensibility, where playful child-stick relations are motivated by curiosity, joy and pleasure rather than any extrinsic goal or aim. Tembo (2024) describes these autotelic practices as an expression of a child-like subjectivity, in which play is both enrolled in making sense of the world – that is making knowledge about worlds through embodied socio-natural relations – and in the mutual process of becoming subjects in emerging worlds.  The misrecognition of their play by the adult couple demonstrates a wider issue with children’s relative invisibility in public spaces, in which children are encountered but their idiomatic modes of communication and gesture are not well understood (Nolas, Aruldoss and Varvantakis, 2019). The repair work of their parents is both the material repair of their campfire but also the inter-personal repair of the politics of intergenerational recognition (Kallio, 2016). Through helping to rebuild the campfire, they acknowledge the contextual disrespect shown unwittingly by the adult couple and affirm the value of their efforts. They demonstrate an attunement to the children’s emotional investment in their play, and to the lack of awareness displayed towards their creative claiming of space. This whole interaction takes place over a few minutes; the game deserted suddenly for the lure of chips. Yet Kallio and Nolas argue that such intergenerational encounters, fleeting though they might be, are nevertheless enrolled in process of political becoming. Here both adults and children play active roles in the shaping of subjectivity.  
I describe the scene above to illustrate how I sought to tune in and attend to children in intergenerational encounters across the sites, through listening in and observing their babble, idiomatic play and unexpected use of space. Noticing with my own children allowed me to consider how such encounters build and extend across time and space, shaping child-parent becoming in an ongoing process. Tuning in, attending to and noticing with children is a positioned, contingent process of data collection, which I recorded as written observations in situ on my phone, writing these up and reflecting on them later in typed research field notes stored in OneDrive. They generate a necessarily partial account of those encounters which caught my attention, a fraction of the myriad interactions taking place simultaneously across the three sites that I attended.  However, I draw on them to illustrate the ways in which adults and children are enrolled in the intergenerational co-constitution of environmental selfhood and political becoming from which a wider sense of environmental politics emerges. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581782]3.3.2 Autoethnography amidst shifting environmentalisms
Autoethnography is a qualitative research method that combines autobiography and ethnography to explore how individual experiences connect to broader socio-political, cultural and environmental issues (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011; Chang, 2008). It is which is grounded in reflexivity and the recognition that the researcher is both a participant in and interpreter of culture. Autoethnography enables a recognition that the researcher embodies a subject position in relation to their research, acknowledging that research and writing are deeply personal, ethical, and political acts. Rather than viewing the researcher’s positionality as a challenge to academic rigour, autoethnography supports critical interrogation of positionality as a mark of rigour. Drawing a parallel with standpoint feminism, personal experience is recognised as a site of knowledge that can tell us more about broader socio-political structures (Harding, 1986; Smith, 1987). My autoethnographic approach is evocative as opposed to analytic (Ellis, Adams & Bochner) attempting to draw out the emotional significance of the contemporary environmental politics and how they can surface in everyday life and intimate parent-child relations. In chapters 4 and 5, reflections on conversations and encounters experienced with my children during visits to the research sites and beyond also feature. They inform my understanding of the ways in which children make sense of ecological crisis through these spaces. 
My first child was born 4 weeks before I embarked on the post-graduate journey that would find its summative expression in this thesis. It was 2017, the year that Blue Planet II captured the imagination of the British public and delivered a warning to an audience of 14.1 million of a planet on the brink of collapse. One year later, Extinction Rebellion and Fridays for Future initiated a wave of large-scale climate protests that mobilised the intergenerational framing of climate and ecological catastrophes in their appeals for action and demands for accountability. I followed Extinction Rebellion closely in its early days, impressed by the scale of its mobilisation, moved by its moral appeal and filled with the hope that that if enough people took the same kind of action, radical change would inevitably happen (see Chapter 6 for a critique of this strategy). Having recently moved away from London, and still adjusting to the ways in which caring for my baby had limited the mobility and independence I previously enjoyed (Boyer and Spinney, 2016) I watched the initial XR Rebellions unfold on social media and across news media headlines with a mixture of guilt and FOMO[footnoteRef:27].  [27:  FOMO – ‘Fear of missing out, anxiety that an exciting or interesting event may be happening elsewhere, often aroused by posts seen on a social media website’. (OED, 2024)] 

Environmental politics and publics in the UK have shifted significantly in the intervening years, particularly with the onset of the ecological catastrophe of COVID-19. This global pandemic revealed for many the possibility of radical social change happening very quickly; as well as the fragility of the global economic systems and supply chains which uphold the fantasy of neoliberal economic order. The ‘energy crisis’ soon followed, as relative geopolitical stability broke down between Russia and Europe following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The interplay between ecological crises, COVID-19, the invasion of Ukraine, the ‘energy crisis’ and ensuing ‘cost of living crisis’  has been described by global risk forecasters as one of emerging polycrisis, ‘a cluster of related global risks with compounding effects, such that the overall impact exceeds the sum of each part’ (World Economic Forum, 2023).  The World Economic Forum concludes that rapidly accelerating geopolitical, environmental, societal and technological risks that characterise our current times are likely to evolve into a polycrisis converging around a global natural resource shortage by 2030 (WEF, 2023). This is just one of many grim predictions which have become integral to living in Anthropocene times, in terms of storying, knowing and governing, as well as experiencing its perilous and unevenly distributed material effects. This is not the first-time humans have had to contemplate or live through world endings (Danowski and Viveiros de Castro, 2017), indeed ‘indigenous people across the globe have experienced the end of the world multiple times over in colonial history’ (Tsing, Mathews and Bubandt, 2019). Learning from such historical and ongoing world-endings is vital for informing ethical and practical orientation towards worldly futuring (Mitchell and Chaudhury, 2020; Dekeyser, 2022). Nevertheless, such predictions, combined with the ongoing failure of climate and environmental governance regimes to act with the speed and extent required to avert unfolding catastrophe, are shaping public responses and moods in the UK, as well as relations in everyday life. Lisa Howard’s recent work on parent climate activists demonstrates how fear, grief and guilt caused by witnessing extreme weather events – even at a distance – and the negative affects of climate discourses shape parenting practices and relations. In particular, her work illustrates the detrimental effect of ‘climate-related emotions’ on relationships between partners as well as other adult family members and friends (Howard, 2022). Whilst some feel that parents have a ‘special duty to mitigate climate change’ (Cripps, 2017) others have gone further to argue that birthing children into the world at this current conjecture is morally irresponsible (Rieder, 2017). Awareness of ecological crisis together with the intensive moralising of parenting and parenthood combine to generate a particularly acute sense of guilt, overwhelm and fear.
As a becoming-researcher who, like many critical academics and others, is striving towards better worlds, I am not immune to the affective force of such discourses, even as I may critique them. Especially at the time of heightened vulnerability and becoming-with which for many characterises the transition to motherhood (Jones, 2024), I have experienced the eco-anxiety, fear and guilt which feature in different ways, for differently positioned bodies, across all three of the sites I  explore.  Many of the internal struggles I have grappled with on a personal level are particular to my positionality as a middle class, white cis woman/mother who lives a comfortable and relatively privileged life in the Northeast of England. I highlight my own emotional turmoil not for sympathy, but to acknowledge that a concern with raising my young daughters, navigating the increasing intensification of family life and living response-ably amidst geopolitical and planetary turmoil has been foundational to the development and expression of this research project. The ways in which I am becoming with my children and at the same time emerging through this work as a researcher are intimately bound up in the insights I have gained and the contributions I seek to make. Autoethnography offers a tool for inhabiting the co-becomings of my family life with my academic research which considers climate politics through the lens of family. Over the last 6 years, these co-constitutive aspects of my life have practically, conceptually, politically and emotionally shaped both this project and ongoing development as a researcher. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581783]3.4 Interviews	
After attending The Big one, I conducted interviews with adults who attended the protest with a child or children aged 11 or under to better understand the experiences of families with young children at large scale climate protests. Ideally, I would have liked to conduct interviews across all three sites, however due to time constraints (all three research ‘events’ took place within a tight timeframe) I prioritised the Big One for recruiting interviewees. Little empirical data exists which specifically explores the interactions of children and their parents during protests, or the ways in which children attendance at protests shapes the space, politics and atmospheres of a protest space[footnoteRef:28]. Whilst the ethnographic observations, modes of listening and attending to outlines above were employed in order to capture these dynamics, I also wanted to understand how experiences of attending protest with young children extend beyond the protest space and into everyday life and relations. At the Museum and the Festival, I was able to consider this through the experiences of visiting with my own young children, but as I did not feel comfortable attending this protest with them, I had to gain this perspective another way. [28:  Much of the literature on public protest in general and emerging climate movements in particular is drawn from Social Movement Studies, which is almost entirely adult-centric. A small but growing body of literature in Children’ Geographies explores recent developments in youth and children’s climate activism, however there is a tendency here to focus on the older age grouping of ‘youth’ rather than children and little sustained exploration of how youth agency intra-acts with familial and intimate others.  ] 

[image: A screenshot of a phone

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]I shared the call for participants below on social media and emailed it to relevant activist groups who were present at the Big One to circulate on their mailing lists. I heard back from thirteen people who attended, nine of whom took part in a video interview with me conducted at a time which suited them over Zoom.  
[bookmark: _Toc212374651]Figure 1 Call for research participants


 Interviews are a well-established research method, broadly understood as ‘a conversation with a purpose’ (Burgess, 984, p. 102) which allows for personal experiences to be shared and discussed. Talk data, in which people account for their conduct, values and the ways in which they work through ethical dilemmas in their everyday lives offers ‘a resource for understanding the ways in which ordinary reflective, deliberative capacities of subjects-in-practice fold together habit and reflection’ (Barnett et al., 2010, p. 116). Interviews and focus groups enable participants to give their own account of how and why they act in relation to their own values, their obligations and commitments to others and in relation to discursive norms. Drawing on positioning theory, Barnett et al argue that this approach allows for an acknowledgement of agency which emerges dynamically from the negotiation of constraint and choice or possibility in particular contexts[footnoteRef:29]. Attending to the ways in people justify and account for their own conduct enables a notion of the subject as dynamically co-constituted, and a subjectivity which is ‘responsively relational all the way down’ (p. 115) as opposed to more mechanistic notions of subjectivity which continue to haunt critical analysis.  [29: ] 

 I wanted these conversations to feel relaxed and informal, so although I designed a set of guiding questions[footnoteRef:30], these mainly offered prompts in case conversation dried up. I facilitated conversation to flow following what the interviewee felt was significant to share with me about their experience of The Big one, their involvement with climate activism and their accounts of environmental politics. Occasionally I steered the conversation back to consider how these personal politics shaped their family life and relationships with their children. This more informal style seemed to cause concern for some of the interviewees, who worried about whether their comments had been useful or interesting.  [30:  See Appendix 1 & 2 for interview schedules – one set was designed for adult participants, the other for interviews where children also attended. ] 

Mark: Yeah, I mean, I'm, I feel like I've just been sort of rambling on. Is, is this sort of? Is it on topic?
Kathryn: Yeah. Yes, anyway. Yeah, I'm trying to think of, you know, these sound bites I can give you, but I don't really have it.
I sought to reassure the interviewees that our discussion had been valuable; they touched me on a very personal level speaking to a lot of the emotional turmoil I have also experienced in recent years as I have dipped in and out of climate activism and other forms of political activity. I was deeply grateful to them for opening up to me in conversation that touched on the difficult and emotive topic of raising children whilst acutely aware of the climate and ecological predictions that will shape their children’s lives in unknown ways. Employing a relational ethic of care in research conversations requires ‘paying full attention to each other’ (Ellis, 2007, p. 17) an attention which demands reciprocity in an exchanging of vulnerability – ‘we must explore our own issues as we explore theirs, be willing to reveal ourselves and be vulnerable as they reveal themselves vulnerably…share our stories while they share theirs, because that is how relationships develop and that is what mutual respect means’ (ibid:18). Given that I was asking participants to open up about the intimate relations of their everyday life and share their fears about the future, I also felt compelled to be honest and share my own experiences of ‘muddling through’ as a parent grappling with anxieties which seemed to share similarities with those of my participants. Whilst what I learnt about the participants and their lives was limited to a short interview of around an hour, and a participant data sheet; interviewees shared a similar demographic profile (see table below). Given that I had introduced myself as a parent who was interested in environmental politics, and participants could see that I was a white woman, our interview conversations were informed by the assumption of shared frames of reference[footnoteRef:31]. Here my insider positionality was both a help and a hinderance – whilst I was able to quickly strike up a trusting and mutually respectful relationship with interviewees in which some participants opened up about intimate and emotional aspects of their everyday lives, I was less able to identify and critically engage with some of the shared assumptions that our conversations built on. Although most of these were quite indirect inferences, the example below highlights a sense of shared frame of reference with regard to parenting and environmental action.  [31:  Lisa Howard notes something similar in her study of parent climate activists, where although the researcher was not a parent, interviewees assumed she knew what they were talking about with regard to juggling parenting responsibilities with their activism (Howard, 2023).] 

‘I mean, you know what kids are like, you never know what they’re thinking, they flit around from one thing to another’
Here ‘you know what kids are like’ assumes a shared set of ideas about how children’s interests emerge and suggests that children’s interests in themes of climate and environment have a tendency to be fleeting, which elides the diversity of children’s personalities and overlooks their political knowingness. There are child climate activists whose commitment outlasts their adult counterpart – Greta Thunberg is an obvious example. We might also ask why children flit around from one thing to another, what it is about environmental politics that might make their engagement fleeting? On the other hand, most interviewees were highly educated, all but one were educated to university level, with two holding a master’s level degree and two having completed a PhD. This perhaps enabled a critical reflexivity and careful articulation of their views[footnoteRef:32]. I give an illustrative example here. Judy was talking how children’s understanding of right and wrong can be incisive in pointing out the ethical failings of adults – politicians for example.  [32:   I discuss another example of reflexivity among XR parent-activists in Chapter 6 by way of illustrating critical engagement with the ‘scripts’ of XR (Robson, 2025).] 

So actually, children are quite helpful in this. They're quite…I dunno. The things you teach your children are what…the values you teach your children are kinda…
 I guess not everyone teaches about the children the same values, do they?
She avoids solipsism by rephrasing her point around a set of institutional values, rather than her personal values, 
But most primary schools have that - a set of values and I - If the government actually applied those values to the decisions they were making, I expect. That'd be a good starting point at least.
In my empirical chapters I expand upon this idea, illustrating the ways in which a children’s sensibility can unsettle ethical norms and thus enliven environmental politics. It is a difficult point to articulate, nevertheless, Judy takes care to avoid assuming that all parents think the same way as her or bring their children up with the same values.  All of the interviewees were articulate and took time to explain themselves, often identifying their commitment to activism as a journey on which they were learning about the world anew. Overall, a sense of shared understanding of the pressures of parenting allowed me to ask sensitive, well-pitched questions, which moved the conversation forwards and elicited incisive responses. 
	Pseudonym 
	Debra
	Susan
	Carol
	Kathryn
	Anne
	Mark
	Judy

	Age range:
	31-35
	41-45
	46-50
	41-45
	41-45
	41-45
	36-40

	Gender 
	Female 
	Female
	Female 
	Female 
	Female
	Male 
	Female 

	Number of Children (age)
	1 (6)
	1 (6)
	1 (4)
	2
	2
	2 (3 & 6)
	2 (4 & 2)

	Relationship status 
	Married 
	In a long-term partnership 
	Married 
	Separated  
	Cohabiting  
	Married 
	Married 

	Region of the UK you live in  
	East of England
	Southwest England
	Southwest England
	Southwest England
	Southwest England 
	Southeast England 
	Northeast England

	Nationality 
	British 
	British 
	British 
	British 
	British 
	British 
	British 

	Ethnicity 
	White 
	White 
	White 
	White 
	White 
	White 
	White 

	Occupation 
	Teacher  
	Director of a sustainability fund 
	Charity Director 
	Environmentalist 
	Researcher  
	Engineer 
	Solicitor 

	Highest level of education achieved
	BA Hons 
	PhD
	A Level 
	Masters (University of Edinburgh) 
	PhD 
	Master’s degree 
	University Degree 


[bookmark: _Toc212304542]Table 3 Interviewee details

[bookmark: _Toc213581784]3.4.1 Practicalities 
For practical reasons, I conducted interviews over Zoom[footnoteRef:33]. Video conferencing software and apps, alongside other technologically mediated forms of communication became an vital mode of sociality and work during lockdowns and social distancing measures introduced during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic (Osler and Zahavi, 2023). Their continued use, particularly within office-based work environments as the geographies of work have shifted post-lockdown has normalised Zoom and Teams calls as routine aspects of everyday communication, enabling video conferencing technology to be used for a wide range of research encounters[footnoteRef:34]. This had particular benefits for me and my participants – it enabled me to recruit across a large geographical range, which was useful given that the Big One was a national event which attracted attendees from across the country. As a parent-researcher conducting research with other parents, it allowed flexibility conducting interviews at a time and place which would fit around our different caring responsibilities. Even with this flexibility, it was still difficult to arrange a time that worked, sometimes owing to unpredictability in children’s bedtime routines. [33:  I suggested Zoom because it had good protocols for securing meetings from possible interlopers, the ease of use of its scheduling function and because it didn’t require a log on or app download. However, I offered participants the choice of suggesting their preferred video calling platform as well as the option of a telephone call with audio only. All participants opted to attend the interview via Zoom, and all consented to the use of audio generated captions to aid with transcription as well as the call being audio recorded]  [34:  It is worth noting that technological literacy and comfort/discomfort with digitally mediated communication such as video calls varies across individuals as well as demographic groups. Equally, not everyone has easy access to a smartphone or other electronic device, and this can shape participation in a study which relies on such technologies. ] 

[from email correspondence with Carol] Speaking next Wednesday evening at about 8.45pm would work for me. I have to get my 4-year-old to bed, sometimes she falls asleep at 8pm, sometimes 8.40!!! If you send me your phone number, I will call you when available if that’s ok?  
We later rearranged a Zoom call for the following Monday at 8.45pm, however when Carol hadn’t joined the call by 9.10pm I sent her a quick message to see if she was still planning. She had fallen asleep with her daughter whilst putting her to bed, something which I could empathise with, but still wanted to come on the call so joined me at 9.20pm. In this case, the flexibility and ubiquity of zoom calls following COVID-19 lockdown functioned as something of a double-edged sword.  I was able to conduct the interview at a time that suited Carol, but it had made the arrangement more informal, pushing the interview back to a time when we were both probably too tired to cultivate the kind of dialogue I was able to have with other attendees. In spite of the accessibility of Zoom calls, finding times which worked for interviewees still remained challenging – Mark for example had to re-arrange a couple of times due to his children experiencing bouts of illness.
A further practical benefit of using Zoom was that it has software built-in to auto-generate captions during the call and provide a record of these which can be downloaded at the end of the call. All interviewees consented to me using this feature to generate a transcript of our call, which I then corrected using the audio recording. 
More recently, it has been argued that the use of video conferencing platforms in interviews and other research encounters supports a method of co-presencing (Jones, 2023), supporting relational care ethics in interview-based research (Jeffrey and Dyson, 2021). The use of a mediating technology over which both the researcher and the research participant have control enables participants to ignore, switch off or otherwise disconnect from a research encounter (Jones, 2023), potentially enabling a more horizontal power dynamic within the interview. Overall video conferencing calls worked well both practically for me as a parent-researcher and interviewees, and in spite of physical distance we were still able to have in depth, personal and at times deeply raw conversations, in which the interviewees opened up to me about the emotional difficulties of navigating ecological crisis. This echoes findings by Jones in her PhD research conducted during lockdown into experiences of waiting during furlough (2023), where interview over video call can offer practical benefits, where physical distance doesn’t necessarily reduce the interpersonal and emotional distance between interviewer and interviewee.
[bookmark: _Toc213581785]3.5 Diffractive analysis in ongoing worlds
Diffractive analysis has been the analytical tool I have relied upon for making sense of personal experience, research encounters and theoretical insights in order to respond to the research questions I set out to answer.  A diffractive analysis involves reading data through multiple theoretical insights ‘moves qualitative analysis away from habitual normative readings (e.g. coding) towards a diffractive reading that spreads thought and meaning in unpredictable and productive ways’ (Mazzei, 2014). This post-qualitative approach enables an analysis of how environmental politics and subjecthood can emerge in unexpected encounters and relations, reading for difference rather than dominance across all three sites (Gibson-Graham, 2008, 2014). It is an approach which eschews theoretical fidelity, embracing ‘ontological anarchism…the always unstable coexistence of different modes of existence’ (Viveiros de Castro, 2019, p. s298) which characterises Anthropocene and demands new modes of thinking-doing[footnoteRef:35] (Tsing, Mathews and Bubandt, 2019; Boyd, 2022). Common Worlds methods are one example of this post qualitative thinking-doing, underscored by Karan Barad’s notion of intra-action and the inseparability of being, knowing and ethics. It is an approach which takes multi-species encounters with children in diverse educational settings as the starting point for storying other worlds.  [35: ] 

Diffractive analysis draws from the feminist post-human theoretical underpinnings of this project. It originates from feminist reconceptualization of how knowledge is produced and does work in the world, in particular the work of Donna Haraway and Karen Barad. As a method, it evolves from ‘a commitment to avoiding what Whitehead called “the fallacy of misplaced concreteness” (1948:52), where simple location and a metaphysics of substantives with primary and secondary qualities…get mistaken as reality’(Haraway and Goodeve, 2018). Haraway first introduced diffraction as an ethical and epistemological metaphor that resists the mirror-like logic of reflection. Reflective analysis is often employed to represent or compare, as a result it looks for and (re)produces sameness across diverse sets of data. Diffraction, on the other hand, reveals how differences interact and make new patterns. Haraway writes, 
‘Unlike reflections, diffractions do not displace the same elsewhere, in more or less distorted form, thereby giving rise to industries of metaphysics. Rather, diffraction can be a metaphor for another kind of critical consciousness at the end of this rather painful Christian millennium, one committed to making a difference and not to repeating the Sacred Image of Same.’ (Haraway and Goodeve, 2018, p. np)
 The metaphor of diffraction comes from physics, and refers to the ways light waves bend, overlap and interfere then they meet an obstacle. Haraway uses this concept to challenge representational thinking in feminist science studies, building on her argument that knowledge is always situated and produced through relational entanglements rather than detached observation (Haraway, 1988). 
Emerging from a similar set of feminist commitments, Karen Barad later developed Haraway’s metaphor into a more explicit methodological framework, building on her own onto-epistemology of intra-action (Barad, 2014). Drawing on quantum physics, and particularly the work of Niels Bohr, Barad proposes that entities do not pre-exist their relations; rather, they emerge through them(Barad, 2003, 2007), a principle that is woven throughout this thesis. For Barad, diffractive analysis involves reading phenomena through one another to trace how material and discursive practices co-produce meaning and matter (Barad, 2014). In contrast to reflection’s concern with representation and critique, diffraction attends to difference that makes a difference, foregrounding relationality, entanglement, and accountability. Methodologically, this approach encourages researchers to explore how their own practices and materials participate in the production of knowledge, making the analysis itself an ethical and political act. Thus, diffraction shifts inquiry from mirroring reality to mapping the interference patterns that constitute it, offering feminist researchers a performative, situated, and materially engaged alternative to traditional reflective analysis.
Diffractive analysis echoes a long held acknowledgement amongst ethnographers that research proceeds through bricolage (Denzin, 1994); a process which embraces and highlights multiplicity, contingency and improvisation in how we come to make sense of the world. Bricolage offers a way to acknowledge the fundamental non-linearity of research and to conceptualise the writing-thinking as a gathering of ethnographic and autoethnographic fragments to produce a meaningful composition. Both researcher and research subjects are bricoleurs in our socio-cultural worlds, as such conceptualising research through bricolage reduces the epistemic distances between academic knowledge products and other expressions of knowing-being-doing in the world. The researcher as bricoleur deploys a range of strategies, methods and empirical materials, inventing or piecing together new tools as needed – to produce ‘a complex, dense, reflexive, collage-like creation that represents the researcher’s images, understandings and interpretations of the world or phenomena under analysis’ which ‘connects the parts to the whole, stressing the meaningful relationships that operate’ in the world studied (Denzin, 1994, p. 18). Nevertheless, a key difference for is that diffractive analysis begins with an ethical and political commitment to reading for difference, from an explicitly situated position. This is why in my thesis, autoethnographic reflections form an important part of the process of producing bricolage representations through diffractive analysis.  Diffractive ethnography moves beyond the more traditional focus of ethnography in anthropology of studying people and cultures. instead it is used to explore phenomena, with an explicit orientation towards the entanglement of more-than-human worlds which draw us into relations of response-ability (Haraway, 2012). It is a method which urges ‘researchers to consider the entanglements of materiality and relationality of matter and to seek the dynamic mo(ve)ments of becoming that make themselves known with/in the data’ (Blom, Lasczik and Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2025). 
 Recognising research as a process of interpretive bricolage highlights the improvisational and the contingent, where research is always an unfinished process of composition, the outcomes and impacts of which are unpredictable. Whilst such an approach might seem risky in the high stakes of Anthropocene times, contingencies allow for the possibilities of change in the world. Through attending to that which unsettles, exceeds or queers we (researchers) can draw out and germinate the seeds of change, moving away from narrow search for universal truth and towards bringing new worlds into being (Blomley, 2008; Massey, 2008; Simandan, 2010). Contingency here is mobilised by scholars as both a lever for social critique and political change. Common worlding makes a similar move, recognising how researchers are implicated in the emergence of worlds, some of which are fleeting, others of which endure. Simandan (2010) warns of an enthusiasm for change which spills over into a projection of our political wishes onto the contingencies we identify, obscuring material-historical conditions of necessity. Attending to the contingent thus requires a both/and methodology which can hold the possibilities of knowing, being and acting (ethically) otherwise together with a critical distance (Tsing, Mathews and Bubandt, 2019) and analytical clear-headedness (Simandan 2010) which attends to what is at stake politically and materially in our efforts. Here a diffractive analysis enables ethnographic encounters to be read through multiple theoretical frames to attend to the multiplicity of political and material relationalities which emerge across each site.
[bookmark: _Toc213581786]3.6 Ethical considerations
This project received ethical approval from the Geography Department of Durham University, wherein I detailed protocols for seeking informed consent, capturing and storing data, anonymising interviewees and others who contributed to the study and navigating instances of emotional distress during interview. Whilst these formal aspects of ethical research provide a clear framework for the ethical management of data, conducting ethical research in practice requires ongoing care, reflexivity and consideration. Researching with my children involved a of both visiting the Museum and the Festival together as well as wider reflecting on what becoming-with my children, in relation to environmental crisis, looks and feels like in everyday life. Autoethnographic research which implicates family members opens up ethical dilemmas around consent, risk and responsibility (Matthiesen and Szulevicz, 2018) where the condition of anonymity is compromised by a relational tie (Adams and Manning, 2015). Implicating my children in my research means carefully considering the risks that this might open them up to – both now and in the future – from the dual perspective of responsible parent and ethical researcher. Conducting ethical research which seeks to ‘do no harm’ to research participants means grappling with risks and uncertainties that characterise all social interactions and are heightened by the ways in which a researcher is positioned in relation to those who inform their research. Following Carolyn Ellis’ reflections on doing research with intimate others (2007), I have navigated these dilemmas within a framework of relational ethics, informed by feminist ethics of care. The ethical orientation of Common Worlds outlined earlier, also involves a relational ethics of care that extends beyond relationships those who participated in my research to considerations of the ontological, epistemological and political work of this project. That is to say, an ethic of response-ability and a commitment to unknowing, unlearning and undoing in ongoing, emerging worlds (Malone and Crinall, 2023) is woven throughout the theoretical, methodological and empirical chapters. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581787]3.6.1 Relational ethics of care
Ongoing deliberation on the ethical tensions, risks and discomforts that arise in the writing of auto/ethnographic research with intimate others is described by Carolyn Ellis as relational ethics. The relation between the researcher and those who they do research with becomes the basis of ethical practice, in which respect, mutuality and a responsibility to self and other guides action. Drawing on feminist care ethics, it is a notion of the right or good action which is fundamentally dialectical, ‘in the sense of containing an ongoing tension between justice and care…always aspiring to the ideal of a world more caring and just’ (Gilligan, 1982). It proceeds through questioning rather than certainty or solutions, requiring continuous moral self-examination and a willingness to be vulnerable to those we research with (Ellis, 2016). The vignette I opened this chapter with is in an example of the ways in which I sought to bring my authentic self to the conversations I had with parent-activists. This was particularly important as most of the conversations were emotionally charged, with half of the interviewees tearing up or crying during our call. Whilst my approved ethics protocol for responding to distress involved signposting to specific support for climate anxiety and distress, those who did seem vulnerable mentioned during our conversation that they were already engaging in some form of therapy or psychological support. They listed personal sources of solace and hope and even gave me reading lists and recommendations. They were far better versed than I on navigating the emotional labour of sustained engagement in climate activism – the idea that I might signpost them was woefully inadequate. The interviews left me emotionally wiped out, they were raw and personal, I was in awe of the efforts and sacrifices these activists had made in their commitment to ‘taking action’ on climate and felt a sense of inadequacy and guilt at the limits of my political action to date. I sent follow up emails to all interviewees to check they were OK and had extended email conversations with a few. I felt confident that whilst the interviews had been emotionally charged, there was little I could do to alleviate these feelings, my interviews had not worsened them and for at least three of the interviewees, they felt that taking part in this study was part of contributing to change, an expression of their own agency in the face of ecological crisis. Below I explore further how I have navigated some of the other ethical tensions in my research through a relational ethics of care, including seeking informed consent from children involved in the project, including my own, anonymity within the research and weighing up the future risks of implicating my children in this study. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581788]3.6.2 Consent	
Seeking informed, meaningful consent from children in any research project can be complex, where communicating the aims, activities and risks involved in taking part needs to be done in a way which is accessible and clear to children. Particularly when working with younger children, consent is sought from a parent or primary carer or other responsible adult rather than the child directly. Even where consent is sought directly from children in child-centred or participatory research, often the consent of a parent, institution or other adult gatekeeper is required before children and young people can be invited to participate in research. Whilst this provides important modes of oversight and accountability, it can also work to undermine a child’s autonomy and choice to take part or not (Horton, Pyer and Tucker, 2020). Two of the parent-activists I interviewed requested that I interview them alongside their children, both felt it would be a valuable experience for their children and considered it part of their wider commitment to activism. They gave their children a choice to take part, and I made it clear ahead of the interview that there was no expectation for them to take part. I began both interviews with a simple description of my research focus and told them the kinds of things I wanted to know about. At the end of the interview, I asked them if there was anything they wanted to tell me that we hadn’t covered, if they had any questions. 
Leah: Is there anything you want to ask me Lillian? Or anything you want to tell me? It doesn’t even have to be about climate change or environment
Lillian: [inaudible]
Kathryn: No not, divorce, that not – Leah's here to talk to us about – thoughts about climate change and family and how that affects us really
Perhaps my question had been too open-ended - it threatened to stray into intimate territory that her mum felt was inappropriate to the research encounter. Perhaps she genuinely thought it was not relevant, but it may also have been because it was a private and emotive topic, she did not feel comfortable sharing with an unfamiliar other. In a separate interview, Kathryn had suggested that her commitment to climate activism was a source of tension with her ex-husband, a theme reflected in Howard’s research with parent-activists (Howard, 2022). Lillian’s desire to talk about divorce may have been appropriate to the topic of our discussion, however her ability to raise this was curtailed by her consenting adult. 
There is then a complex relationship between parental consent and child consent, where parental consent and steering of a research encounter can trump a child’s freedom to participate or not in research. The dual position of parent and researcher introduces a conflict of interest which makes my daughters’ consent questionable (Matthiesen and Szulevicz, 2018). Throughout the empirical chapters I reflect on conversations and interactions with my eldest daughter, both in and beyond the sites. As touched on below, autoethnography often implicates family members and close friends in ways which complicate matters of consent and anonymity.  To some extent their consent has been coopted, as their relationality to the unfolding of this project has in part been an inevitable consequence of researching a topic which is so closely tied to my becoming-parent in Anthropocene times. Before our autoethnographic visits, I explained the project, its aims and what we would do together to my eldest daughter a few times, quite informally and in very simple terms. She was 4 during our visit to Our Broken Planet and had turned 5 by the time we attended the Festival of Thrift. She was excited to ‘do mummy’s research’, but too young to really reflect on the possible consequences of taking part, or even what ‘doing mummy’s research’ meant. My younger daughter did not accompany us to the Museum; she was aged two and it would have been practically difficult for me to attend with both of them at the same time. She had just turned 3 when we visited the Festival of Thrift but was still too young to give meaningful informed consent. Their dad consented for them to take part in these research visits and understood the way in which reflections on our parent-child relationships have informed my project. However it could be argued that as my husband, he is just as invested in the success of this project and my performativity as an aspiring academic as I am (Matthiesen and Szulevicz, 2018). The issue of children consenting to participation and representation in their parents autoethnographic research is further compounded by an inability to provide one’s relations with anonymity (Adams and Manning, 2015) as well as a consideration of the longer term risks of harm, some of which are unknowable (Little and Little, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc213581789]3.6.3 Anonymity
Throughout the study I have sought to anonymise anyone who I spoke to during ethnographic visits as well as those who I interviewed more formally. Many of the informal encounters I had with staff, volunteers and families across the different sites were brief informal chats, where names weren’t exchanged, and no identifying data was collected. I did collect personal data from the 7 parent activists I interviewed over Zoom as a follow up to participant observation at The Big One. This included nationality, ethnicity, place of residence, marital status, relationships between participants, children’s age and at least one email address to contact participants for any follow up questions or to provide a summary of research findings. Upon reflection, it would have been valuable to have collected data on family composition, as it was not always clear how family dynamics worked with other parents/carers in relation to attending protests. However, as in the vignette above, some insights about family composition did come out in the interviews themselves.  This data was anonymised after collection using pseudonyms which were allocated to the corresponding interview recordings and transcripts, with email addresses and names held separately in a password encrypted file – all interviewees chose to have their email addresses stored to receive a summary of the project findings at a later date.
However, providing anonymity for my children within the autoethnographic vignettes and reflections is virtually impossible. This is not the case for all autoethnographic accounts involving familial others, however in my case at least for now, it would be very easy for those who know me and to identify my children from my autoethnographic accounts. I have opted to use pseudonyms to provide a veil of anonymity (Edwards 2023), which I anticipate will offer a layer of protection from them being identified by those who we do not know – for example to try to avoid future internet searches of searches of their names picking up my published accounts of our interactions in early childhood. I have also carefully considered which anecdotes, conversations, and reflections to include in this thesis in the knowledge that the identity of my daughters and husband will not be protected, as well as acknowledging that autoethnography involves making myself vulnerable, too. This requires an ongoing deliberation on possible harms now and in the future that may come from my portrayal of identifiable others. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581790]3.6.4 Evaluating the risk of future harms
Relational ethics requires that we also grapple with ‘the reality and practice of changing relationships with our research participants over time,’(Ellis, 2007, p. 4) which may require revisiting research long after it has been published, as well as a consideration of the possible future harms that may arise for my children. My relationship with my children as well as my sense of self has shifted significantly since I started out on this research journey, beginning master’s degree as a new mother to a four-week-old, and submitting my PhD thesis with three children aged eight, five and one. The family interactions and dialogue we have now looks very different from the conversations and encounters which mostly took place during 2022. The observations and anecdotes of interactions with my children which are dotted throughout this thesis as fragments of a bricolage story are mostly mundane and commonplace, interactions which may seem familiar, banal or barely note-worthy to those who interact with young children regularly (Edwards 2023). I don’t anticipate them to cause harm to my children or family more generally as they don’t deal with particularly sensitive or intimate topics(Adams and Manning, 2015). As a parent-researcher, my commitment to my children extends far beyond this research project into the uncertain future, this ongoing caring relation underlies the ongoing ethical deliberation and reflection on including them in this research.
[bookmark: _Toc213581791]3.7 Impacts of COVID-19
It is worth summarising briefly the impacts of COVID-19 on this study, which I began to work up in September 2019, some of which are referenced throughout this chapter. The initial proposal for this project began to take form amidst the turmoil, uncertainty and fear of a new coronavirus pathogen, which originated in China in 2019, and rapidly spread throughout the world, causing acute illness, millions of premature deaths and as we later learned, longer term chronic health problems. In March 2020, the UK government brought Lockdown measures to reduce social contact and limit the spread of the virus until a longer-term solution could be found. The impacts of COVID-19 on UK Universities and their staff and students have been widespread, and ongoing, differentiated unequally and experienced differently across different bodies and subject positions. In my case, the impacts and interruptions caused by COVID were compounded by other factors, including existing caring responsibilities, pregnancy (I was 12 weeks pregnant when Lockdown measures were introduced in the UK) and a subsequent 1-year concession from studies for Maternity Leave. Although many years have now passed between the outbreak of COVID-19 and the submission date of this thesis, the short- and longer-term fallout from COVID-19 not only impacted my ability to submit my proposal in a timely fashion but placed significant time constraints on my fieldwork and data gathering; resulting in a far shallower engagement with the field sites than initially planned. This combination of factors meant that I had fallen behind my original timeline and was advised to reduce the data gathering phase from 1 year to around 4 months in order to stay on track. These time constraints also meant I had to shift my methods very quickly from longer term interventions which included the development of creative methodologies, to more short term ‘event ethnography’ data collection, following up with traditional interviews in the case of The Big One. Employing a method of ethnographic bricolage and autoethnography has enabled me to draw deep insights for data collected during visits to each site, as I discuss further below.  Aside from the practical and temporal limits on my data collection, the combined disruptions of COVID-19 and the birth of my second child (and later in 2024, my third child) had a significant impact on my mental health and physical wellbeing. This caused long term negative effects on my confidence in my ability as a researcher and the project itself. On the other hand, I can now look back and say that I have in some ways benefited from a slower research process(Mountz et al., 2015), in which I have had more time to develop a deep engagement with a wide body of theoretical, conceptual and empirical work. This is what I seek to bring to bear on my empirical chapters. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581792]3.8 Limits of the study
I have touched on some of the practical and personal limits that COVID-19 placed on this study, as well as acknowledging that ethnographic enquiry, with its focus on experience, generates a necessarily partial account. I have accounted for the ways in which my personal life intermingles with my research topic in ways which illuminate the experiences of others and foreground the emotive, intimate and everyday ways in which environmental politics emerge within family settings and relations.  The focus of the study on environmental concern and sites of neoliberal environmentalism does lack a deeper political engagement with forms of right-wing environmentalism (e.g. eco-fascism, neo-Malthusian environmentalism, securitisation around the figure of the climate migrant) and the populist backlash against climate policies which have gained traction in recent years. The various ways – both discursive and experiential - that family is implicated in these other forms of environmentalism remains a vital question for future study. 
I have also been acutely aware throughout the study that the study lacks detailed demographic data and ultimately is situated within sites which are culturally and socially coded as middle-class and white. There is a huge gap in the literature when it comes to intersectional analysis of environmentalism in the UK (Catherine Walker’s study is an exception here) and I am wary that I am contributing to work which continues to centre the anxieties of a privileged few,  who for the most part are not (yet) directly impacted by the materiality of climate change, environmental degradation and conflicts over resources. Sarah Jacquette Ray neatly summarises the problem ‘climate anxiety can operate like white fragility, sucking up all the oxygen in the room and devoting resources to the dominant group’ (Ray, 2021). Philosopher Elizabeth Cripps expands on this, calling out an outsized focus on ‘a very insular kind of anxiety’ which desires ecological mitigation at lowest possible cost and adaptation that will allow the global wealthy to continue as close as possible to the life they already have (Cripps, 2022). In the ensuing chapters, I seek to look beyond anxiety as the only emotional and affect response circulating in the sites of environmentalism in order to attend to more heterogenous affective modes and the potentials that these open up for developing and committing to other modes of response. At the same time, I seek to hold such ‘white affect’ – as a privileged and privileging structure – in tension with embodied anxiety, fear and grief as very real and reasonable responses to coming to understand the severity and scale of socio-nature crisis. I return to this in more depth in Chapter 6. The sites I chose were shaped by my own interests and desires as a white, middle-class women and parent, as well as what was practical, accessible and achievable for with limited time. There is certainly scope to put the insights generated here into conversation with a more diverse set of events, spaces and sites – in particular I would be keen to explore family sites where forms of environmentalism surface more obliquely or arise unexpectedly. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581793]3.9 Conclusion
In this chapter I have demonstrated how I used ethnographic methods and diffractive analysis to collect and make sense of a variety of data collected across three sites in order to develop response to my research questions. This thesis is broadly concerned with the intergenerational politics of ecological crisis and asks ‘How do parents and their children encounter, imagine and make sense of ecological crisis on a planetary scale? How and where do feelings of responsibility arise as a mode of responding to such crises? What is the role of intergenerational relations in shaping agency and morality in relation to climate and ecological change?’ In order to answer these questions, I identify three socio-cultural spaces which foreground family engagement with themes of ecological crises. This enabled me to observe how interactions unfold within and across spatial interactions and encounters, and to experience the spaces myself with my own children. Ethnographic experience enables a researcher to attune their body to the ‘nimbus of affects’ circulating within a particular space-time in order to account for the potential of shared affective experiences. At the same time, the privileging of experience enables an analysis of how our embodied emotions and inner selves are situated within wider socio-ecological processes. Drawing on methodological insights from children’s geographers and others who conduct research with children, I outlined the ways in which I sought to become attuned to children’s embodied, sensory and idiomatic modes of sense-making, as well as moments of child-adult (mis)recognition as important aspects of subject formation, or what I refer to as becoming.  My own positionality as a parent of young children has informed this project from conceptualisation to methodology, data collection and analysis in a variety of ways. This gave me an insider perspective that allowed me to strike up rapport with other adults in my filed site and interviews, it enabled me to think through conceptualisation of becoming-with and how encounters with environmentalism extend beyond physical bounded sites. I was able to think these through in the context of my everyday interactions with my children, as well as through autoethnographic visits to the site. My positionality influences the ethos of the study as one committed to seeking out the possibilities of change through knowing-being-doing in way which challenge the foundations of neo-liberal environmentalism. Drawing on theories of affect, Common worlds, the post-human child and the concept of heterotopia, my analysis proceeds through diffractive analysis. By eschewing theoretical fidelity, diffractive analysis allows for an attention to the ‘in-between’ of constitutive processes, encounters and affective intensities, that is it allows for considering the heterogeneity that actually exists across these three sites, without losing site of their discursive and political functions. 
The chapter also outlines the processes I undertook in conducting interviews over the video conferences application, Zoom, and argues that this had practical benefits for me as a parent-researcher and for my parent-activist interviewees, without compromising emotional distance. Outlining the ethical considerations of the study, I adopt a relational ethic of care which is particularly relevant to researching with my own children and the parent-activists I interviewed. I touched briefly on the short- and long-term impacts of COVID-19 on the research, which significantly shortened the time I had available for fieldwork and acknowledge some of the limits of this study. Finally, I call for more sustained research on family relations as a site of environmental and climate politics, particularly studies which move beyond the ‘white affect’ of eco-anxiety and offer more intersectional analyses; as well as research which considers how family is implicated in right wing forms of environmentalism. 




[bookmark: _Toc213581794]Chapter 4 The Museum
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[bookmark: _Toc212374652]Figure 2 A child looks at a glass cabinet containing the skeleton of a large Marlin. This was the first exhibit visitors saw as they entered Our Broken Planet. Photo author’s own. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581795]4.1 Our Broken Planet: how we got here and ways to fix it
This chapter focuses on how museum spaces, objects, stories and their affects are enrolled in the ongoing process of becoming environmental subjects, drawing on ethnographic research carried out during the temporary exhibition, Our Broken Planet at the Natural History Museum, London. The discursive framing of the exhibition positions the planet as broken and in need of repair, featuring stories of ecological damage and violence wrought by colonial and industrial processes in recent centuries. The curators of the exhibition aimed to instil hope and galvanise action through redemptive stories about the potential of scientific enquiry and individual lifestyle change as a catalyst for socio-cultural change.  The exhibition is experienced as a ‘rush of troubled stories’(Tsing, 2021); this is markedly different from other content elsewhere in the museum which is impersonal, less politically charged and follows a more linear narrative. Troubled and troubling stories, told through transgressive objects unsettle human-nature binaries and draw attention to the ethico-political demands of worlding for multispecies flourishing (Guasco, 2021).
 I mobilise a Common Worlds approach and draw on affect theory to analyse interactions between adults and children in the exhibition. I argue that children’s encounters with museum exhibits can widen the scope for understanding and responding to monstrous human-nature assemblages. However, adults are not always well positioned to engage directly with children’s embodied sense-making which can be experienced as nonsensical, bombastic or boring. This means that we (adults/parents/teachers) often respond to children’s inquiries and interjections in ways which (re)position the individual as the catalyst for planetary scale change. The stories told by the Natural History Museum are limited by its function as a publicly funded educational institute and the figure of the sovereign human agent mobilised by ‘Natural History’. Nevertheless, the exhibit operates as heterotopic spaces for ambivalent encounters. That is to say that despite having a strongly discursive aim, informed by the figure of the responsible individual and underscored by the logic of neoliberal environmentalism, the heterotopic function of the museum enables this to be challenged, questioned and unsettled. Encounters within the heterotopic space of the exhibition contain potential for recasting human-nature relations in ways that prioritise multispecies flourishing over neoliberal ends (e.g. economic growth). Whilst highlighting potential openings, the vignettes also illustrate pedagogical and conceptual difficulties of activating this potential to reconfigure the political and ethical basis of environmental subjecthood.
[bookmark: _Toc213581796]4.1.1Audience and aims
Our Broken Planet: How we got here and ways to fix it (OBP) was a temporary exhibition at the Natural History Museum, London from May 2021-August 2022, complemented by an online program of workshops, videos and other interactive resources. The exhibition, which was primarily aimed at independent adults, received close to a million visitors during this time, exceeding expectations following a period of closures and restrictions on visitor numbers due to COVID-19. Although not directed at families or young children, family groups[footnoteRef:36] make up around half of the museum’s visitors annually, and the location of the exhibition opposite the Dinosaur Gallery meant that it received a high proportion of children visiting with adults. In response, the Learning Engagement team, who work on rotation across different galleries across the museum, were brought into the exhibition to improve visitor experience for families by providing interactive content. For three days during the exceptionally hot summer of 2022, I visited the exhibition speaking with visitors and museum staff and observing how families interacted with and within the exhibition space. I followed this up with an autoethnographic visit with my daughter who turned five shortly after our visit. In addition, the NHM have provided me with a sample of 500 comment cards collected as part of an interactive activity at the exhibition exit and a summary of their evaluative report from the exhibition.  [36:  For the purposes of data collection conducted by the Museum, family visitors are defined as mixed aged groups including at least one adult and a child under the age of 13. This is the definition of family groups/visitors I use throughout this chapter] 

OBP offers a valuable case study of the ways in which children’s embodied encounters with/in museums spaces co-constitute both the space itself, and the ways in which knowing-being-doing emerge within a space of environmental pedagogy. Here the presence of children in an exhibition designed for independent visitors aged 13 and over unsettles the child-adult binary and suggests that children and their parents have a shared interest in, curiosity about, and ability to make sense of environmental politics. That is to say, children are becoming environmental subjects amidst the unfolding conjectures of crises we find ourselves in, through encounters which may be unintentional, unobserved or misrecognised by adults.  Young children have the capacity to engage with and make sense of the stories being told about a planet in crisis, and the embodied ways in which children make sense of a space dedicated to telling environmental stories opens up questions about how adults too, emerge relationally  as thinking-being-acting subject through embodied encounters in museum spaces (Birch, 2018).  
Family groups passed through the exhibition relatively quickly, with an average dwell time of 11 minutes[footnoteRef:37]. This was slightly longer than the target audience, a difference which museum staff put down to engagement with the interactive elements of the exhibition, specifically the comment cards at the end of the exhibition, which asked visitors to leave their thoughts in response to a series of prompts. The comment cards were themed ‘Speak up’, ‘From The Scientists’ and ‘Be with Nature’. Prompts on the wall included ‘keep it simple. What sustainable thing do you do every day?’ or ‘Think Big! What are the changes you’d like to see in future?’. [37:  Dwell time is an evaluative measure used to understand visitor experience and behaviour within museums and galleries. It describes ‘the period of time visitors spends in an exhibition or at a specific exhibit or activity’ (Schuster, 2015).] 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.][bookmark: _Toc212374653]Figure 3 Two girls add their comment cards to the interactive comment board near the exit of Our Broken Planet'.  Photo: Author's own

The responses on these cards are indicative of the ways in which visitors, particularly children, understand their agency in relation climate and ecological crisis. As argued below, they reflect existing ideas that children bring with them into the museum space as well as encounters within the exhibition. The chapter considers the challenges that museums face in engaging families with the topic of climate and ecological crisis. Discursively, the Museum reproduces neoliberal environmentalism and narrow concepts of agency and responsibility. Nevertheless, visiting with my daughter demonstrated how museum encounters travel beyond the space of the museum, prompting questions, processes of sense-making and becoming that extend beyond the space-time of the exhibition. Although the observation that museum learning is not bounded by the physical site of the exhibition is not a new one, I draw upon it here to argue that transgressive encounters in the museum space can generate lasting affects, creating ongoing possibilities for imagining, questioning and reflecting,  Amidst the exhaustion of the neoliberal everyday, heterotopic spaces such as the museum are vital to sustaining a collective capacity to recast environmental ethics, moving away from narrow conceptions of individual responsibility.  Throughout the chapter I consider children’s and adults museum experiences collectively rather than focussing primarily on children as leaners (Birch, 2018) to demonstrate how children and adults are becoming knowing-being-acting Anthropocene subjects with and through each other.
[bookmark: _Toc213581797]4.1.2 Environmental subjecthood at the Natural History Museum 
OBP offers a case study of how museums in the UK are engaging with climate change and ecological crisis. This is not a new phenomenon; museums around the world have been engaging publics on issues such as global warming since 1992 (Newell, Robin and Wehner, 2017) and Natural History Museums have an even longer history of actively engaging in biodiversity and wildlife conservation efforts, going back at over 100 years (Arengo et al., 2018). A focus on climate change and planetary health gathered pace in the 2000s, with a handful of ‘Climate Museums’ emerging from 2013 onwards (Newell, Robin and Wehner, 2017), whilst in recent years the Anthropocene has been taken up as a critical concept for museum inquiry  (Oliveira et al., 2020). Since declaring Climate Emergency in 2019,  the Museum Association has sought to galvanize the sector to actively respond to climate change (Museums Association, 2019) , whilst, the role of museums in responding to climate change has been formally acknowledged in global climate governance, in Article 12 of the Paris Agreement, which focuses on climate education, awareness and public participation (UNFCCC, 2018; McGhie, 2020). 
Museums have significant reach and potential for engaging and constituting publics around issues of climate and ecological crisis, due to their long-held status as trusted sources of information (Macdonald, 1995; Cameron, 2011), their broad reach (McGhie 2020) and their positioning as sites of education and learning (Newell, Robin and Wehner, 2017). Nevertheless, engaging with contemporary socio-ecological issues poses challenges for museums, because of the complexity, scale and the many uncertainties of climate and ecological change (Cameron, Hodge and Salazar, 2013; Dorfman, 2018). As institutions which build their public trust on an expectation of maintaining a nonpartisan position, and presenting information on a wide range of issues without political bias (Kadlec, 2009), it can be difficult to move beyond a one-way mode of authoritative communication toward more dialogic, participatory processes required to make sense of and act on unfolding processes (Cameron and Deslandes, 2011)(Cameron and Deslandes, 2011). Structural and institutional constraints also play a role; for example funders can shape the Museum narratives and focus, whiles ties to extractive industries can undermine credibility, as seen in the controversy surrounding the Science Museum’s agreements with oil companies (Channel 4, 2021). Additionally, the politicized nature of climate discourse can lead to resistance or disengagement from certain audience segments; as museums strive to be inclusive, accessible and to retain their trusted status they have to navigate politicised issues with care.
Nevertheless, museums have always been political spaces in which relations between people, animals, industry, environment and more have been constituted and shaped through encounters with objects and the stories that are told about them. As discursive spaces, they shape subjects in particular ways, for particular ends (Bennett, 2013). Natural History Museums have played a particularly foundational role in the discursive production of the human-nature binary since the Enlightenment. Their collections were fundamental to development of evolutionary science and taxonomic classification, endeavours which were used to justify and promote colonial missions, as well as scientific racism (Das and Lowe, 2018).  The long-term strategic focus of the Museum has been to maintain its role as a scientific institution and custodian of the World’s largest collection of natural specimens, a focus which fails to grapple with the ways in which practices of collecting and categorizing the natural world enable extractive and hierarchical account of non-human natures. Prior to the new strategy, the objectives of the NHM are summarised as follows 
The Natural History Museum is one of the world’s great institutions and is the guardian of the national collection of more than 80 million cultural and scientific natural history specimens. This includes unrivalled collections of biological and geological specimens, the world’s finest natural history library and a magnificent collection of natural history art. Many of these treasures are housed in the famous Waterhouse Building in South Kensington. They represent an important part of the nation’s heritage, but more importantly, Museum scientists actively work with the collections, and by opening up access and participation for all, make it possible to address some of the big issues and challenges facing humanity and the planet. (NHM, 2017)
OBP marks a significant shift in the strategy and approach of the Museum, opening to coincide with the launch of a new Strategy to 2031 ‘A planetary Emergency: Our Response’ (NHM, 2020). In the NHM Annual Report for 2020/21, the objectives read 
We face a planetary emergency. Humanity’s future depends on the natural world, but we are not taking effective action to combat our destructive impact on the planet’s survival systems. Global warming, biodiversity loss and extinctions, habitat destruction, waste, plastic, air and water pollution, erosion, soil loss, deforestation, desertification, ocean acidification, the loss of coral reefs and other crises all flow from unsustainable human activity. By threatening Earth’s natural systems, we threaten our own future. We must act now, we must act on scientific evidence and we must act together. (Natural History Museum Annual Report and Accounts 2020-2021, 2021)
This can be viewed as part of the wider changes in the ‘social contract for science’, which has shifted from valuing objectivity—science as neutral and detached—to emphasizing relevance, where legitimacy derives from responsiveness to societal needs.  For museums, this has led to a transformation of their roles transformation redefines roles; from custodians of authoritative knowledge to forums for dialogue, ethics, and community engagement (Cameron and Deslandes, 2011; Dibley, 2011; Newell, Robin and Wehner, 2017). The Natural History Museum has long promoted widening access to its collections and has sought relevance thorough confronting ‘some of the big issues and challenges facing humanity and the planet’. However, the recent strategy moves the focus away from custodianship towards a more responsive set of priorities. 
In the Exhibition space, this can be noted in shift in curatorial practice, a change in tone and a direct engagement with issues considered to be politically charged. The strategy emphasizes the role of the museum as a ‘global cultural and scientific leader’, focussing particularly on ‘creating advocates for the planet’ through engaging with a wide public audience ‘so that they demand and support change, and adapt their own behaviour’ (NHM, 2020). This marks a proactive attempt to shape environmental subjects towards agitating for socio-political change. This shift reframes the museum from a site of apparently apolitical education and research to an active agent of change—cultivating environmental publics that are not only stewards of the natural world but engaged actors in the fight against climate and biodiversity crises. In this chapter, I consider both the potential openings and the limits of this new approach, through attending to family interactions in the exhibition. The figure of the responsible individual looms large in the discursive framing of the exhibit. However, I argue that encounters with transgressive objects, the affective and ethical tensions which emerge between children and adults and the ways in which children make sense of monstrous Anthropocene assemblages generate ambivalences and uncertainties that unsettle the terrain of responsibility (Noxolo, Raghuram and Madge, 2012a). As Common world scholars suggest, taking more time and care to engage with children’s processes of sense-making can offer new avenues for rethinking the ethical demands of Anthropocene (Taylor, 2017; Nelson, Pacini-Ketchabaw and Nxumalo, 2018; Hodgins, 2019)
[bookmark: _Toc213581798]4.2 Aesthetics and affects of animal-objects
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[bookmark: _Toc212374654]Figure 4 Dead parakeet bodies stuffed upside down into a preserving jar as part of the Our Broken Planet exhibition. Photo: Author's own
Here I discuss how animal-objects on display in the exhibit unsettle the aesthetic of curation elsewhere in the museum, generating affective intensities which attach to stories of harmful human-nature entanglements and open up space for ethical deliberation. Animal-objects include ‘taxidermy, bones, skins and whole or partial animal remains’ (Guasco, 2021, p. 1057) which prompt reflection on the relations between humans and non-humans (Wehner, 2017) and actively co-constitute relations of power through their material affects (Haraway, 1984; Guasco, 2021). Our Broken Planet breaks with the aesthetic of animal-objects in the surrounding corridors of the museum, which are largely well-preserved specimens, posed to appear lifelike or to demonstrate splendor. Natural History exhibits conventionally display well-preserved animal-objects which have been embellished, repaired and recomposed, many of the animal specimens stored in museums are not considered suitable for display (Alberti, 2011)[footnoteRef:38].  In contrast, many of the animals included in OBP are ugly, partial or deadened. Breaking with conventions of animal display, in which animals are presented as pristine objects of nature, animal-objects on display in OBP appear monstrous (Patchett et al., 2012) evoking the horrors of the harms caused by the people they have come into contact with. The crumpled bodies of parakeets stuffed upside down inside a preserving jar tell the story of the impacts of illegal wildlife trade on individual animals and their species. The birds died in transit, en-route from South Asia to the UK. The inclusion of ‘wet’ specimens, that is whole animals preserved in fluid, in a natural history museum, is unusual because they are considered unpalatable (Alberti, 2011)[footnoteRef:39]. An infant Tasmanian tiger pup lies emaciated and prone, as though freshly dead. Messy, visible stitching runs the length of its body, chin to genitals. Recounting the afterlives of Museum animals, Samual Alberti writes ‘A well-crafted mount in a plush diorama is one thing, but visibly poor stitching and bulbous glass eyes are the stuff of horror movies.’ (2011: 8). The careful craft-work of taxidermy for display  (Patchett, 2017) has not been expanded on this animal; a lack of care reflected in the tale it tells.  [38: ]  [39:  The Darwin Centre at the Natural History Museum London is a notable exception here – it is a gallery dedicated to the display of the Museum’s wet specimens, which held my daughter’s attention far longer than any of the other taxidermy displays throughout the main corridors and galleries of the Museum. ] 

[image: A animal on a table

Description automatically generated]‘This Tasmanian Tiger pup was carried in its mother’s pouch like a baby kangaroo. British settlers in Tasmania during the 1800s thought this doglike marsupial was a threat to their sheep. The government offered a £1 reward for every adult it killed, contributing to the species extinction in 1936.’  [bookmark: _Toc212374655]Figure 5 The body of a Tasmanian tiger pup exhibited in a glass cabinet at Our Broken Planet. Photo: author’s own.


The tiger pup offers an example of  ‘regimes of violent care’ in which care for one species coexists alongside or justifies violence against another (van Dooren, 2015).  Considering regimes of violent-care renders visible the assumptions which lead to some lives being valued over others in ways which shape the possibilities of life and death. In the case of the Tasmanian tiger, the tiger pup body entails reflection on the irreversible consequences of designating certain species a threat to human ways of life. Extinction stories can thus prompt reflections on multispecies justice (Guasco, 2021) and the ethics of living and dying well together in multispecies worlds (Haraway, 2016). 
Other unexpected objects included a wax plug from the ear canal of a whale used to measure the accumulation of banned substances such as DDT in the bodies of marine animals and birds’ nests. Upon closer inspection, birds had carefully constructed them using metal wire, plastic cabling and tumble drier lint. These objects transgress the boundary of humans and nature, generating an affective and embodied encounter with the harmful and unethical entanglements of nature-cultures. They are unsettling for the ways in which they raise thorny questions about justice (Guasco, 2021) and force confrontations with the violent regimes of care (van Dooren, 2015) and uncare (Haraway, 2012); a structural feature of capitalism which is often invisibilised  disavowed or forgotten. I watch as children approach these objects with a mixture of horror, surprise, curiosity and awe. The Tamanian pup is particularly unsettling for many of the children I observe, prompting questions about the circumstances of its death ‘Why is it like that?’ ‘What happened to it?’. Questions of the social histories attached to the acquisition of animal-objects and the circumstances of their death are often elided in Natural History Museums (Ashby and Machin, 2021), however here problematic histories are brought to the fore. For the most part, adults sought to explain the significance of these troubling exhibits to their children with the information provided; however for some children questions still lingered about the ethics of killing a baby animal, especially one that resembles a dog – a popular choice of family pet in the UK.  I wonder if the exhibit had been a ‘pest’ the child visitors were more familiar with – a rat, for example – if it would have evoked such an empathetic response. Nevertheless, the prone pup clearly resonated with the children, generating ambivalence and concern - an animal-object rendered transgressive in contrast to more conventional taxidermy displays. Affective encounters with transgressive, monstrous and troubling animal objects can stay with children, who might be more unsettled by these encounters than they immediately let on, as I illustrate [image: A group of birds on a display

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]below. [bookmark: _Toc212374656]Figure 6 Bird nests made from tumble drier lint, wire, plastic and other man-made materials exhibited at Our Broken Planet. Photo: Author's own

[bookmark: _Toc213581799]4.2.1 Transgressive Objects, Troubled stories
The development of OBP was motivated by a desire to mobilise the Museum as a medium to tell stories about ‘How human beings' actions have shaped pretty much every aspect of life on earth’ (Louis Buckley, Lead curator). The stories we tell about ecological crises in our current conjuncture matter to how make sense of the ethico-political dilemmas we face (Haraway, 2016; Hodgins, 2019) and shape imaginaries - from which possibilities for action emerge (Harris, 2024). Museum stories, spaces and objects generate potent affects which are increasingly entangled in the cultural politics of climate change and environmentalism. Museum objects have long been considered ‘the pathways though which stories can flow’ (Newell, Robin, and Wehner 2017, 2) within reflexive museology which considers museums to be relational sites which not only mediate social and material worlds but actively do work in the world (Bell, 2012). Moving beyond a representational approach, museum objects can be understood as active in the co-constitution of stories, which are narrative but also material, embodied and affective  (Guasco, 2021), they too are entangled in relations from which agency emerges (Barad, 2007). 
Following Haraway, “It matters what matters we use to think other matters with; it matters what stories we tell to tell other stories with… It matters what stories make worlds, what worlds make stories.”  (Haraway, 2016, p. 12). It matters too whose stories are told, and who tells stories. The Natural History Museum has long been entangled in the production of knowledges around human-nature relations through both its scientific commitments and as a cultural mediator of information. The authority museums hold in the British public imaginary lends power to the narratives constructed by and within museums. Despite decades of critical work which have demonstrated how museums participate in and are constitutive of relations of power (Bennett, 2013; Tolia-Kelly, 2016) museums are broadly considered to be apolitical by the visiting public (Kadlec, 2009; Newell, Robin and Wehner, 2017; McGhie, no date) and have long been considered trusted sources of information (Macdonald 1995; Cameron and Deslandes 2011). Although they do not transmit knowledge uni-directionally, museums are sites of governance (Bennett, 2013) which increasingly intervene in the shaping of environmental subjects. 
Natural History Museums are well placed to tell ‘a rush of troubled stories’(Tsing et al., 2017) which trouble linear narratives of progress and development, opening up space for ethical and political deliberation (Cameron and Deslandes, 2011; Dibley, 2011). Whilst many of the object stories in OBP point towards the violences and harms committed in the name of colonial civilizing projects and the spread of extractive capitalism, this link is often inferred rather than directly referenced. Objects imbue stories with material affect, possessing their own capacity to affect awe, wonder and surprise (Stearn, 1998), as well as to unsettle (Patchett et al., 2012). Less well acknowledged is the pain or distress caused by museum displays and the uneven geometries of power which materialize through them (Tolia-Kelly, 2016). For example, the failure to draw out the links between museum objects, colonialism and ecological crisis within the exhibition (Gladstone and Pearl, 2022) and the lack of attention to uneven human suffering in the conjunctural histories that have resulted in widespread ecological breakdown. These limits and the geometries of power they reproduce are discussed further in Section 4.6. 
How adults attune to and engage with children’s embodied sense-making in relation to narratives of ecological crisis and human agency matters to the possible worlds which adults and children bring about together. Fleeting encounters can be powerfully affective, even where this is not communicated verbally or is expressed as babble; attending to such encounters as sites of becoming in Anthropocene times opens up questions about the possibilities and limits of the stories we tell ourselves and each other. Thinking about the ecological crisis through an intergenerational lens requires asking questions about how and where children are being governed as neoliberal environmental subjects, and how adults might enter into relations with children’s intrigue, curiosity and unknowing to expand ethico-political modes of response.
[bookmark: _Toc213581800]4.2.2 Making sense of monstrous assemblages
Like many other families, my daughter and I visited the dinosaur gallery before looking around Our Broken Planet together. She was so excited to see the dinosaurs that by the time we got to OBP her energy was already waning, and she flopped down on the floor rolling around in protest. She was tired, it was another hot day in London, and the heat was getting to us both. I wondered what we would get out of the visit, whether she was perhaps too young to really understand. I tried to let her take the lead. She liked watching the short films and would have watched them endlessly loop on repeat if I hadn’t moved her. She flitted from one object to the next, not really giving me time to explain their significance, yelling ‘Stickers!’ when she spotted the activity area, running off to collect as many as she could. Our visit felt disappointingly short, although longer than the average family at around 20 minutes.
Yet a week later, we were having dinner as a family, apropos of nothing she began.
Daddy, did you know that crabs eat too much plastic, and scientists have to take them apart?
She was referring to one of the films in OBP which features a ‘Museum scientist’ dissecting a crab before showing the camera a show a ball of over one hundred plastic fragments removed from its stomach. It stages a conversation between biologist Alex McGoran and youth activist Melati Wijsen of Bye Bye Plastic Bags discussing the negative impact of plastic pollution on human and non-human biology, ecosystems and landscapes. I tried to explain to my daughter that the biologist was studying the impact of plastic pollution, and we had a conversation about reducing the amount of plastic we use because it lasts a very long time. But what had stayed with her was the image of the crab being dissected and disassembled by a scientist, rendering visible a monstrous human-crab-plastic assemblage. A few weeks later, walking by the River Wear, we came to an accumulation of debris, litter and branches gathered below a weir.  ‘That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever seen!’ she exclaimed. ‘Those crabs have eaten plastic, now they have to be killed!’. ‘That’s why we need to use less plastic and be careful of the way we dispose of our plastic, we need to use less and recycle what we do use. We certainly mustn’t throw it into the river and the sea’. My explanation feels woefully inadequate, overly simplistic. ‘Yes’ She replies, then her attention is caught by something else. 
 Of course, there were no crabs in the River Wear, or at least none that we could see and her interjection completely out of context could have seemed nonsensical, what Sevasti Nolas describes as children’s babble (Nolas, 2021). Nolas argues that children’s political knowingness is largely idiomatic, 
 ‘it commands an attention to the embodied and experiential dimensions of meaning-making, the registers of stories, gestures, gazes, moves, and affects of children’s communication. It is a register of knowing that can be easy to miss and dismiss on a one-to-one or small group level’ (2021, p.326)
The sounds associated with children, ‘the shouting, the chatter, the crying, the singing, the screaming, the nonsense, the booing’ can be experienced as a babble or a din which breaches the (often imagined) peace, with adults seeking to quieten children in public spaces. Nolas argues that researchers have to attune to this babble in order to recognise its political contents, and the ways in which children express knowingness through embodied and affective communication. [bookmark: _Toc212374657]Figure 7 Fishing net and collection of plastic and other waste items exhibited alongside a film about the problem of plastic pollution for waterways and ecosystems at Our Broken Planet. Photo: Author's Own

 Attuning to children’s babble and the embodied ways in which they make sense – both in the museum and beyond – is vital for understanding how stories of planetary crisis are shaping children’s political subjectivity. Young children rarely use museum spaces in expected ways (Guberman et al., 1999), and their sometimes surprising engagements with exhibits which may appear fleeting shape both their museum visit and that of their families, making them co-creators of both meaning and geographies of the museum (McManus, 1993; Kelton et al., 2018). Flopping down on the floor and rolling around, flitting from exhibit to exhibit, pulling out long lengths of sticker tape, running, clambering dancing – these are all embodied modes of sense-making in the museum space and actively intervene in the ongoing constitution of space and the emergent relations with/in the exhibition. Such behaviour may be judged by adults, including parents and guardians as well as onlookers and staff, as inappropriate within the cultural norms and expectations of an institutional setting such as the museum, behaviours which ought to be confined to ‘spatial islands’ for children such as play parks (Birch, 2018). However, emerging research at the intersection between museum studies and children’s geographies urges consideration of embodied modes of sense-making in the museum through attending to how children use museum spaces. Talk is only one part of a ‘holistic communicative and spatial ecology’ of meaning making(Kelton et al., 2018, p. 545) (Kelton et al., 2018, p. 545), which includes affective atmospheres (Hohti et al., 2021), wayfaring – that is moving and perceiving as a form of embodied knowledges making (Hackett, 2016), sensory engagements with objects (Yamada-Rice, 2018) and social interactions in the museum space and beyond (Dicks, 2013).
Although at the time of our visit to OBP my daughter didn’t say much, the monstrous image of the plastic-crab assemblage being dissected had left a visceral impression on her, and she drew on this feeling to make sense of an everyday encounter with the entanglement of humans-rivers-plastics. Museum visits are memorable (McManus, 1993) precisely because they are other than every day, offering encounters with unfamiliar, transgressive or otherwise enchanting objects (Stearn, 1998) which prompt visceral and affective responses[footnoteRef:40]. Museum learning extends beyond the museum walls, where memories, (McManus, 1993), museum objects (Newell, Robin and Wehner, 2017) and children’s wayfaring in the museum (Hackett, 2016) combine with myriad other encounters for learning about and becoming with worlds in process.  This was a valuable reminder that the child-adult interactions I observed only offered a small glimpse of embodied sense-making in relation to the exhibition. Natural history museums can play an important role in constructing ecological knowledges and shaping imaginaries (Dorfman, 2018), however these are not received in a straightforward relation of governance, by a passive audience. The narratives museums tell, how affects circulate between objects and people and how these combine with other encounters and knowledges form part of a complex interplay of environmental politics, in which the micro dynamics of sense-making matter (McGregor, 2015; A. E. Closs Stephens, 2022) .  [40:  Whilst for some, museums evoke fond memories, they can also be deeply upsetting spaces – Divya Tolia-Kelly has described ethnographic museums as ‘theatres of pain’ for those whose cultures are misrepresented, minimised or excluded (Tolia-Kelly, 2016).  ] 

 This encounter also brought to the surface the difficulties in moving away from a discourse of individual responsibility to recast human agency and cultivate other forms of ethical response. In the UK, children are often interpellated as environmental subjects through the problem of plastic pollution and waste management, constructed as a technological solution supported by the norms of individual responsibility (Hird, 2017). Children’s environmental literature, for example, often oversimplifies ecological crises and encourages recycling as a key pro-environmental behaviour (Echterling, 2016). The problematization of plastic waste and its solution in recycling are totemic of neoliberal environmentalism. Not only does a focus on waste management obscure the structural causes of waste production, it actively supports the ongoing production and expansion of waste and depoliticizes human-waste relations (Hird, 2017). However, in my daughter’s brief window of attention, I struggled to move beyond such an approach; telling her ‘We need to use less and recycle what we do use’.  It made me question on a personal level how might I recast the entanglements of human-waste-river in our becoming ecological subjects together, to move beyond the cultural scripts of neoliberal environmentalism? Engaging in such messy questions are the foundation of Haraway’s worldings (2016), and require us to embrace unknowing, speculation and imaginative resources to cobble together new possibilities (Malone and Crinall, 2023). Storytelling becomes key to unsettling received knowledge and cultural scripts about individual agency and imagining other modes of response. For example, avoiding dominant, santised or overly simplistic narratives in order to ‘stay with the trouble’ of the violent regimes of care which we are always already entangled in. Storytelling thus reconfigures the onto-epistemological foundations for acting and responding in more-than-human worlds. IN the following chapters I consider what other modes of response could look like, and where they emerge. Chapter 6 explores some of the ways parent climate activists approach themes of death and extinction with their children, as a processes of unlearning together. Meanwhile in Chapter 5 I consider how reorienting of thrift around communal flourishing moves responses away from individualistic moralizing, centering instead pleasure, play and conviviality in imagining alternative futures. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581801]4.3 Child-adult museum encounters
At the entrance to the exhibition, I hear a similar conversation play out between adults and children,
‘Do you want to go and learn about the environment? Or shall we go and see THE DINOSAURS?!’
The perennially popular dinosaur exhibit is located directly opposite the Jerwood Gallery which temporarily housed Our Broken Planet. Because of the proximity of the two exhibitions, many family visitors visited OBP after the Dinosaur Gallery – most coming across the exhibition by chance rather than seeking it out as a reason for their visit. Younger children tended to move quickly through the space, sporadically stopping at the objects that caught their attention. Rushing through made it difficult for adults to keep up. Sometimes adults talked amongst themselves, taking the chance to catch up while the children were occupied. 
One such group congregated towards the exit to the museum, chatting whilst their primary school age children filled in a series of comment cards with earnest suggestions of how they could take action, 
‘Drive Electric cars
Stop wars and throw your Rubbish in the bin
Don’t Kill living Animals!’
‘Mum, mum, mum!’ One interrupted, ‘Look what I wrote!’
Her mum read the note ‘Ah very good.’ She took a look around her, having walked through the exhibition from the entrance to the end and said ‘Ah, I think it must be about climate change... OK kids, time to go!’[bookmark: _Toc212374658]Figure 8 An image of the interactive comment board situated near the exit of Our Broken Planet. Photo: Author's own

Whilst this example is not representative of the wider patterns of embodied museum experiences, it is suggestive of the ways in which children actively grapple with the ethico-political dilemmas raised by the desire to live in sustainable and flourishing multispecies worlds. Children’s responses both rehearse narrow lifestyle pledges around recycling and consuming less but also include more bombastic imperatives ‘Don’t kill living animals!’. Taken seriously, these wider demands open up speculative questions about what changes might be possible or necessary for radical transformations in social, cultural and economic systems.  At the same time, this encounter illustrates how adult engagement with climate change can be marked by disavowal, which here surfaces through child-adult encounters in the museum space, through displacing the comment card activity onto children and a misrecognition of children’s expressions of concern. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581802]4.3.1 Affective tensions: Excitement and boredom
This example gestures towards intergenerational tensions and affective intensities of the ethico-political challenges of ‘being present to the struggles of our time’ (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010). Although time spent in the exhibition was typically brief, children picked up on the theme of the exhibition and had responded to the prompts in a way which could be considered ‘appropriate’ within the wider discursive framing of individual action and lifestyle change. I watched as gaggles of children poured over the comment cards, writing 3,4,5 in quick succession, sometimes with adult encouragement, sometimes independently. The activity may have not been designed with children in mind, but family groups engaged with this aspect of the exhibition more and for longer than other visitors[footnoteRef:41]. Adults in family groups tended to either let the children write a comment or support them to leave a comment – through writing it for them or helping with spellings. Here the lively engagement of children with colourful cards and pencils renders the activity ‘child-like’; parents displace their own reflections on the exhibition, instead centring their children’s engagement with the questions it prompts.    [41:  According to data from the Audience Insights team] 

Meanwhile the adults in the group I observed seemed oblivious to the exhibition theme, and once they had picked up on its topic, their disinterest was marked in comparison to the enthusiasm of the children. This interaction is suggestive of intergenerational misrecognition, where the interests and concerns of children were not recognised or validated by the adults in the group (Kallio, 2016). Nevertheless, the children in this group had a clear sense of their personal environmental politics and ethical orientations and wanted to express them. There may be many reasons why the adults were disengaged; like many family visitors they may have been visiting primarily for social reasons, to see friends, rather than for an educational experience (Blud, 1990). Here the negative affects of the exhibition theme, stories and objects rub up against expectations of an enjoyable, social visit. Indeed, this may be one of the reasons why all visitors moved through the exhibition so quickly, with a low dwell time recorded for visitors of all ages relative to the size of the exhibition[footnoteRef:42]. Equally as climate change increasingly becomes the socio-material backdrop against which we live, the demands made on the subject to act through the languages of crisis and urgency can lead to a turning away, a disavowal (Weintrobe, 2013) or bored indifference (Anderson, 2023).   [42: ] 

Climate Psychoanalyst Sally Weintraub describes disavowal as defence structure against anxiety.  It is a type of enduring denial, which involves a paradox of knowing and not-knowing at the same time. The difficult socio-material realities of ecological crisis are known but are habitually or subconsciously avoided through distorting them or downplaying their significance to avoid feelings or anxiety or fear. This forms part of her wider argument that Western societies are in ‘the grip of disavowal when it comes to climate change, with all it effects of distortion of the truth’ (Weintrobe, 2013). To reverse the trajectories of climate change, she argues that we need to collectively resist disavowal in order to properly acknowledge the socio-material realities we collectively face and take proportionate action. The suggestion is that we need to collectively embrace negative emotions and affect structures such as fear, anxiety and grief rather than avoid them in order to ‘come to terms with’ the scale and severity of conjunctural crises. Similarly, climate boredom describes a lack of care or concern, in which the event of climate change is not denied but suspended as the subject turns away from demands made upon them (Anderson, 2023). It is more temporary than the durable affective structures of denial or disavowal, seeking a detachment from climate change as it surfaces as an event. Taking care to avoid pointing towards ‘properly affected subjects’, Anderson suggested that boredom is not normatively wrong, but rather that its political potential lies in its redirection – for example, boredom with greenwashing. Here boredom with neoliberal environmentalism and the responsible individual subject may offer grounds for more capacious models of response-ability – perhaps ones in which the bombastic, earnest and empathetic response of children are taken more seriously. This chimes with recent work on negative geographies, which considers the political, conceptual and ethical consequences of staying with the negative (Bissell, Rose and Harrison, 2021), rather than turning away, avoiding it or redirecting it towards affirmationism (Dekeyser and Jellis, 2021). The political mobilisation of negative affect and the embracing of eco-anxiety, anticipatory grief and fear as catalyst for wider social change is an approach taken by Extinction Rebellion and is explored further in Chapter 6. 
Although emotionally and qualitatively different, disavowal and boredom can be considered as embodied responses to the negative structures of feeling which emerge with and through environmental politics (Bosworth, 2021) and here in response to the affective intensities of the exhibition. The stark, dark aesthetic of the space combines with troubling stories of irreversible harms caused by humans, generating a bleak and heavy atmosphere, in spite of attempts by the curators to inspire hope and optimism. Children’s enthusiasm, their formative ideas of right and wrong which appear bombastic and the ways in which they move around the space rupture the sombre atmosphere. Breaking through adults’ sensibility and mobility, children’s movements and interjections can pose a challenge to disavowal and boredom at least momentarily - even if they don’t immediately result in an enduring affective shift. Rather, it is in these moments of affective tension that the possibility of feeling otherwise – and thus becoming otherwise – may emerge (Seigworth and Gregg, 2010; A. E. Closs Stephens, 2022). The potential of affective, embodied museum encounters travels beyond the museum, such that even fleeting encounters can leave a lasting impression and be recalled to make sense of the ethical dilemmas of socio-natural encounters at other times. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581803]4.3.2 Ethical dilemmas and child-like sensibilities
In the museum space, children’s engagements with environmental ethical dilemmas can surface the ambivalence, contradictions and uncertainties that characterise relations of care and responsibility in more-than-human worlds. Children’s blunt questions, black and white sense of right and wrong and bombastic ethical demands, expose the fragile certainties underpinning institutionalised environmental narratives (Noxolo, Raghuram and Madge, 2012a). In the examples above, adults, including myself, reach for simplistic answers which reproduce the limits of individual responsibility or fail to recognise their children’s enthusiasm for political expression (as in the comment card example). The interjections of children and their unsettling questions surface how responsibility is lived within asymmetrical and unsettled relations—where action and its consequences are distributed unequally, and where the right response is not always knowable or possible (ibid: 421). The pressure of not knowing becomes a generative space for ethical reflection: one that does not seek premature closure, but cultivates a stamina for uncertainty, contradiction, and partial understanding (Sangari, 1990). In Common Worlds approaches, adults seek to cultivate reasonability interrelationally with children, not as a coherent moral directive but as a tentative, situated practice—negotiated amid conflicting demands, unpredictable encounters with more-than-human others, and inherited ecological debts. Rather than assuming harmonious relationality, a common world approach urges attentiveness to refusal, silence, and ambivalence as vital ethical gestures—moments when children may question, accuse, or simply refuse to care in expected ways. Embracing this unsettled terrain of responsibility offers new ethical grounds for the intergenerational politics of climate and environmental change. As a rush of troubled stories, the Museum provides a space for surfacing the ethical dilemmas raised by monstrous human-non-human assemblages, which move beyond idealised notions of interconnection toward more honest reckoning with the vulnerabilities, risks, and open-endedness of living ethically in a damaged world (Taylor, 2013; Noxolo et al., 2012). Attending to ambivalence rather than coherence, and to not-knowing rather than certainty opens up space for children’s ethical relations to be understood not as non-sensical, over-enthusiastic or lacking, but as profoundly responsive to the unsettled world they inherit. Whilst transgressive, monstrous and affective child-adult encounters in the museum surface ambivalence and uncertainty, this can be difficult to cultivate and sustain in the museum space, where interpretive labels and other explanations provided by the museum can curtail more dialogic of deliberative processes of sense-making.
[bookmark: _Toc213581804]4.4 Affect, politics and pedagogy in the museum
Stepping out of the dimly lit Jerwood Gallery and its troubling stories into the harsh sunlight of South Kensington, I felt a dissonance between the scales of ecological devastation and disruption stretching across time and space presented in OBP, and the everyday of the world outside; the throngs of people, tourists, consumers going about their business as usual. This was not the first time I have been overwhelmed by the scale of destruction caused by extractive capitalism and our collective inability to tackle the root of the problem; and I doubted it would be the last. In spite of the efforts to imbue Our Broken Planet with a sense of optimism and hope, visitor exit surveys showed that the main emotive responses were guilt, sadness, anxiety, concern and overwhelm.  In a word association task visitors moved from describing planet as ‘Green, nature, earth Solar system, life, David Attenborough’ to ‘Changing, warming, not green, in danger, in need of help’. Here visitors shifted from a planetary imaginary associated with unspoilt nature to an imaginary of a threatened futures following affective encounters in the museum. [bookmark: _Toc212374659]Figure 9 Infographic at Our Broken Planet illustrating the environmental impacts of a variety of foods. Photo: Author's own

The Science Educators who had spent hundreds of hours over the last year and a half speaking to visitors within OBP also found spending so much time in the exhibit difficult. As I spoke to one member of the team, they unfolded a piece of paper from their pocket and showed it to me. It was a timetable showing which exhibits they would be in for the week. 
‘I’ve got a lot of OBP today’ they said, showing me the times slots, they would be working in the exhibition. ‘I don’t love being in here….it can get quite depressing at times (Member of the Science Education team, NHM)As well as the topic being emotionally overwhelming on a personal level, some of the Educators felt ill-quipped to engage visitors in conversation about difficult and sometimes politically contentious issues. Occasionally, anger or disagreement with certain exhibits had been directed at them; one visitor who was a cattle farmer had approached one of the team to contest the statistics on the negative environmental impact of cattle farming. The overarching message was that that individuals should reduce their intake of meat, particularly beef but also dairy products and poultry.  ‘You’ve got your facts wrong’ he told the team member angrily. Recalling this, the staff member told me,
‘There is a particular line they [NHM] want you to take. It doesn’t always line up with what you think’ (Member of the Science Education team, NHM)
Some of the team seemed more reluctant to engage in potentially contentious conversations with visitors. They had other jobs to do particularly with summer being a peak visitor time for the Museum; moderating comments being put up on the comment wall and keeping cards and pencils stocked, tidying up the stickers and keeping an eye out for security issues. One noted that at this busy time of year, a big part of the job is just helping people orient themselves inside the museum and providing directions to facilities and other exhibits. As the exhibit was coming to the end of its run, there was a sense amongst staff of winding down. 
Over the three days, there was one staff member who was particularly enthusiastic about engaging visitors in conversation through handling museum objects. I watched them discuss a bovine skull with a group of enthralled children, asking them what kind of animal they thought it was, what they could tell about its diet from the structure of the skull, if they had seen anything similar in the exhibition. ‘Oh yeah, that has nothing to do with climate change’ they laughed apologetically as I introduced myself and my research. They enjoyed drawing out moments of learning and discovery with visitors through posing open-ended questions; this was the pedagogical model the team were trained to use. However, in OBP they felt they were having to steer visitors to a specific learning outcome and towards a particular moral position. The overarching discourse of the exhibition and its direction towards actions in everyday life – eat less meat, buy less stuff – signalled a shift from the wider pedagogical mode of the museum, and put the Science Educators in an uncomfortable position professional and personally.  
Despite the difficulties of engaging with the themes of the exhibition within the facilitation model, Science Educators had also been surprised by the conversations that came up, particularly the links that young people made between the exhibition and their own experiences and feelings. One child told them about the deep grief they felt when a dolphin was beached and died near their hometown, whilst many others talked about the deaths of family pets, empathising with wider harms being enacted on non-human animals through their own experiences of loss. Reflecting on their time in the exhibition, one of the Science Educators suggested that although climate change might not be a main concern for a lot of people ‘once you lift the lid and provide the opportunity to talk, all sorts of worries and concerns come out.’ Again, emotionally fraught conversations were not necessarily what they were used to or trained for. Indeed, the exhibition had prompted wider conversations within the exhibition team about how to support both staff and visitors to navigate eco-anxiety. 
Whilst I was particularly interested in the ways in which family groups interacted with the Science Educators, they engage visitors of all ages in open-ended learning conversation. Both children and adults are positioned as learners in the museum space.  However, children often acted as a conduit for adults to engage in conversations with science educators, where adults in a family group would begin to ask questions or participate following their child’s intrigue, or adult passers by listening into conversations prompted by children. The presence and intrigue of children can mediate opportunities for sharing thoughts, ideas and feelings and sense-making through dialogue, opening up a space for intergenerational dialogue around climate and ecological change that starts from experience rather than following a didactic approach. [bookmark: _Toc212374660]Figure 10 'The Future of Food' learning resources used by science educators at Our Broken Planet. This includes a bovine skull, tubes containing various sources of protein, including insect protein, and ‘ Eat Grub: The ultimate insect cook book’a book of recipes using insects and insect based proteins. The recipe is ‘Roasted tomato and pancetta pizza with insect flour dough’ Photo: Author’s Own


Museum educators thus play a vital role drawing out affective and embodied sense-making in the museum space, and making room for feelings, imaginings and stories to ‘come out’. OBP offered a valuable space for foregrounding troubling stories and sense-making in troubled times. However, as the facilitators noted, the insistence on an overarching narrative and learning outcomes directed pedagogical encounters towards a particular set of ideas about lifestyle change – whilst they felt ill equipped to deal the with affects of the exhibition, this didactic approach left them feeling uncomfortable. It was not necessarily that they disagreed with the concept of individual lifestyle change perse, rather that they were more used to an open-ended pedagogical approach.  Future research could consider how thinking with child-adult encounters in museums might cultivate more ambivalent pedagogical encounters (Biesta, 2012; Birch, 2018) to open up wider ethico-political questions about living response-ably in multispecies worlds.   [bookmark: _Toc212374661]Figure 11'The First Burger' exhibit at Our Broken Planet. A (now extinct) auroch skull is featured beside a fictional burger wrapper. Photo: Author's Own.

4.5 The figure of the responsible individual[bookmark: _Toc212374662]Figure 12 am someone, Who can help, Fix the planet. Lightbox at OBP. Photo: Author's Own


OBP was broken into three zones; Eating the Planet, Nature For Sale and Climate Emergency. Dotted throughout were object ‘interventions’ by design Agency Liminal Space, who were commissioned by to support the development of OBP, to ‘break out of the language of the museum’ and bring ‘interaction that became both surprising and unusual in a museum context’ (Liminal Space, Taking the first step into radical change - one museum’s approach, 2022). A fictional ‘Burger of the Future’ wrapper appears alongside an Auroch skull specimen for example, in an attempt to challenge linear narratives of time by bringing both the past and the future into view at the same time. The overall aim of Our Broken Planet exhibition was to inspire, inform and empower visitors to make a change or take action, to ‘get feeling really activated that there are things they can do’ (NHM curator, ibid) whilst also providing a space for dialogue and a sense of collective belonging. A sense of individual agency was conveyed through the interventions in the space. A full-length mirror emblazoned with the words ‘My species can really make a difference to our planet’ encouraged visitors to see their reflection and identify themselves as an agent of change. This was another of the installations which was particularly popular, with visitors sharing selfies taken in the mirror widely on social media. 
The focus on individual action and choices was tempered with some attention to the role of governments and business, where visitors were encouraged to lobby for change through formal political process. Activities such as the ‘Future of Food’ encouraged visitors to imagine what diets might look like in the future if sustainable alternatives to meat and dairy such as lab grown meat, jellyfish and insect protein were made more accessible. Here the exhibit sought to orient future imaginaries towards systemic change, where diets had changed not through consumer choice necessarily but through shifts to more sustainable forms of food production.  However, one of the key aims of aim of the exhibition was to generate a change in visitors, to ‘get our visitors really activated that there are things they can do’ (NHM Curator, Taking the first step into radical change - one museum’s approach [Virtual Conference], 2022). Assessing how OBP met these aims was primarily expressed in terms of individual behaviour change in the summative evaluation. These were expressed in responses from visitors collected via exit survey, who stated that following their visit to the exhibition said they would reduce meat and cheese consumption, look for eco-friendly products, research about seaweed, reduce the amount of clothes bought, reduce the amount of clothes washing, increase recycling, use less plastic and stop using wet wipes. A discourse of individual behaviour change is also evidenced in the comment cards activity at the end of the exhibition, discussed further below. 
The messaging around individual behaviour change resonated particularly with family visitors, with 80% of family visitors surveys saying they would consider what behaviours they can change, were more likely to talk to friends about the issues (63%) and/or do more research about the issues raised in the exhibition (53%). Independent adult visitors who were the target audience, were less likely consider making changes because of their visit; with 49% considering behavioural changes, and 17% saying they would do none of the above. 
[bookmark: _Toc212374663]Figure 13 Chart from the NHM Evaluation report showing audience behaviour changes following visiting OBP. Image NHM Audience Insights team, 2023

Whilst these figures tell us little about whether these are meaningful intentions or whether visitors act in accordance with what their reported intention, they show that although the exhibition was not designed for or aimed at families, family visitors felt particularly affected by the moral imperative to take action in their everyday lives. This resonates with research that suggests the environmental concern can increase with transition to parenting (Ekholm and Olofsson, 2017; Lawson et al., 2019), and points towards the family as an important site in which environmental subjecthood takes shape. In the Museum, an outsized focus on the individual as an agent for change worked to foreclose some of the more deliberative encounters between children and adults as explored in detail above, providing simplistic and well-rehearsed responses to difficult, unsettling and transgressive encounters with the ethical contradictions of Anthropocene. Nevertheless, as a heterotopic space which forces a confrontation with monstrous Anthropocene assemblages it does generate a space for more open-ended, ambivalent and enduring questions to emerge. Whilst more could be done to catalyse these moments, in particular taking seriously children’s modes of sense-making and political expression, OBP marks a significant change in the way NHM approaches the challenges of living ethically in a multispecies world.
[bookmark: _Toc213581806]4.6 Historical legacies and conceptual limits
Natural History Museums are well placed to open up dialogue and deliberation around climate crisis (Cameron and Deslandes, 2011; Dorfman, 2018), Anthropocene (Oliveira et al., 2020) and mass species extinction (Gladstone and Pearl, 2022). Whilst often considered apolitical, they have a long history of actively engaging in biodiversity and wildlife conservation efforts (Arengo et al., 2018), as well as global warming (Newell, Robin and Wehner, 2017). Their object collections enable embodied and affective storytelling which continues to resonate with visitors beyond the museum, shaping socio-natural relations and politics.  As heterotopic sites they are generative of pedagogical, affective and imaginative encounters which actively shape becoming subjects. Nevertheless, museums face significant challenges in grappling with complex, unfolding ecological crises and their politics(Cameron, Hodge and Salazar, 2013; Newell, Robin and Wehner, 2017). Balancing such complexity with museological practice which requires narrative simplicity and brevity in labelling is a difficult task (Guasco, 2021). As explored above, museum staff are not necessarily trained to navigate the affective and political complexities of uncertain and ongoing crises, whilst the somber affective atmosphere can be at odds with what visitors want from their visit. Beyond these challenges, OBP draws attention to three particular limits for moving beyond narrow conceptions of individual agency and neoliberal environmentalism within the museum. These are the epistemological and ontological foundations of natural history, which rely upon and reproduce the human nature binary, even as curators seek to unsettle this through telling troubled stories. Linked to this, there is an emphasis across the exhibition on the universal figure of the human, a figure which renders all people equally responsible for climate and ecological change. Finally, the pedagogical approach is one which is directed towards specific learning outcomes, which assumes that armed with the right knowledge, individuals will take action in their everyday lives – whether through eating less meat or lobbying politicians. Whilst there is an attempt to move beyond choice politics here, in advocating for ‘Speaking up’ and engaging in political activism, directing visitors to become a particular type of environmental subject reproduces the limits of neoliberal environmentalism. [bookmark: _Toc212374664]Figure 14 Selfie mirror 'My species really can make a difference to our planet'. Photo: Author's Own

Natural history museums played a key role in the development of Enlightenment knowledges, in which a hierarchy of humans over nature was defined and justified through recourse to ‘objective’ science. The development of Natural History as a science is underpinned by two foundational principles. The first is that nature is separate from humans. The second is that history is a teleological process of development in which all species are moving towards an evolutionary pinnacle (Withers, 1995). When the Natural History Museum first opened in 1881 to house the growing collection of minerals, fossils, plant and animal specimens of the British Museum, it was committed to educating the general public and producing research and specifically the development of taxonomic systems of classification. Museums and their collections are thus deeply implicated in the development of evolutionary science and taxonomic systems which served as a justification for imperial projects of expansion, the subjugation of indigenous populations and the extraction of natural recourses (Withers, 1995; Tolia-Kelly, 2016; Das and Lowe, 2018). Ongoing climate and ecological crises are directly related to the same set of epistemological and ontological underpinnings of colonial extractivism, including, fundamentally, the definition of what and who is ‘human’ from all that is inhuman or non-human (Yusoff, 2018). 
The role of natural history museums in the historic construction and perpetuation of structural inequalities is increasingly acknowledged and discussed across the Museum sector within a decolonial consideration of natural history and ethnographic collections. Decolonial museum praxis in Natural History museums includes unearthing and acknowledging the origins of collections, including the contribution of people of colour to the development of Western Science  (Das and Lowe, 2018), attending to the ‘extraordinary acts of military violence’ involved in the massing of museum collections (Ashby and Machin, 2021) and telling stories that link the historic collection of object to colonialism and its legacies (Gelsthorpe, 2021). However, whilst Museums are beginning to attend to the instrumental role they played in colonial extraction and appreciation, the links between colonialism, extractivism, and capitalism as the root causes of climate and ecological crisis both historic and present are less explicitly drawn out. Whilst OBP tells troubled stories of socio-natures, there is a strong focus on the harms done to animals and ecosystems, with less acknowledgement of the uneven impacts of ecological degradation on humans. Plantation capitalism and colonial projects are referenced, but there is more that could be done here to draw out the links between these histories and the ongoing socio-ecological injustices. Meanwhile the focus on human agency and responsibility reproduces the separation of humans and natures, in which non-human agencies are obscured and humans continue to figure as planetary actors. [bookmark: _Toc212374665]Figure 15 Infographic at OBP. 'We're producing more stuff than ever before'. Photo: Author's Own

Throughout the exhibition, references to a universalised ‘we’ are used to invoke a sense of shared responsibility for the causes of ecological harm, and for their resolution. The opening panel reads 
‘Right now, we are filling the oceans with plastic, turning forests into farmland and causing the earth to heat like never before. Our actions have taken nature closer to breaking point, but they have the power to heal and repair as well. 
The selfie mirror encourages visitors to see themselves as part of a collective humanity, whilst the title of the exhibition calls forth the idea of a planetary commons ‘Our Broken Planet’. Given the location of NHM in central London and the socio-demographics of visitors it attracts, it could be argued that the ‘we’ invoked here is calling upon a particular audience. Equally, moving away from the individualism of neoliberal modes of living requires a great attention to shared commons, collective interests and communities which encompass the needs of humans and non-humans. However, whenever the universal figure of the human is invoked, it erases significant historical and ongoing differences in the experiences and impacts of environmental degradation. At the same time, it renders all humans equally responsible for the causes of ecological crises and for taking action to resolve it, when there are some populations and ways of living whose culpability is greater, and those who have more capacity to materially reduce the harms they are enacting. Whilst all humans are implicated in multispecies relations, we are not all implicated equally (van Dooren, 2015), response-ability requires that the specific entanglements, their harms and complications need to be carefully traced in all their particularity (Haraway, 2012). As Kathryn Yussof has argued, the impulse to re-establish universal humanism, especially where its violent histories are obscured, as in the Natural History Museum, ‘signals an epochal rebirth of the human without responsibility’ (Yusoff, 2018, p. 8). The failure to grapple with colonial legacies and the intertwining of social and ecological injustices together with the invocation of a universal human in OBP works to narrowly construe the ethical dilemmas of current conjunctural crises, limiting plurality in the modes of response. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581807]4.7 Conclusions
Natural history museums have long been instrumental in shaping the cultural politics of environmentalism through the way in which they discursively and materially construct narratives, knowledges and imaginaries of nature. As they seek to retain their contemporary relevance, many museums are positioning themselves as key players in educating the public around climate and ecological change and shaping environmental subjects (Cameron and Neilson, 2015; Dorfman, 2018; McGhie, no date). Our Broken Planet marked a significant shift  in strategy for the  Natural History Museum, positioning the museum as an agent of change which mobilises its collections towards ‘Creating advocates for our planet’(NHM, 2020).  The Museum, one of the most visited in the world, is popular with family groups, making it a valuable site for exploring how children and their parents encounter and navigate environmental narratives and their politics. [bookmark: _Toc212374666]Figure 16 Still from a video about plastic pollution at OBP. Photo: Author's Own

Throughout this chapter, I have demonstrated that sense-making is an ongoing embodied and affective process through which our capacity to act on and in the world emerges. I argue that museum interactions between adults and children as they encounter transgressive objects and monstrous assemblages can open up different modes of sense making. Children’s sensibilities, mobilities and interjections can rub up against adult modes of communication and knowing, generating possibilities for feeling and becoming otherwise. In the museum space, where both children and adults are positioned as learning subjects, the differences in how adults and children interact with/in the space is made apparent. Children move through the exhibition in unexpected ways (Guberman et al., 1999), their encounters with exhibits may be fleeting (Hackett, 2016) and their interpretations may be partial or appear nonsensical (Nolas, 2021). Yet tuning in with children and taking seriously their idiosyncratic ‘babble’ can reveal opportunities for asking different questions about socio-natures which trouble the logic of individual responsibility. This is the starting point of Common Worlds pedagogy, where the questions children ask in their encounters in multispecies worlds prompt adults to broaden their ethico-political questions and modes of response. 
Children’s presence and their movements in the exhibit ruptured the heavy atmosphere of the exhibition, described by one science educator as ‘depressing’. However, their enthusiasm, intrigue, and the bombastic solutions they offered in the comment cards should not be read as childlike naïveté. The comment cards and the ability of children to quickly discern what was being asked of them as environmental subjects demonstrates their political knowingness (Nolas, 2021). When this is recognised within intergenerational relations (Kallio, 2016), this can work to rupture disavowal, boredom and other affective forms of denial or delay which locate ecological problems elsewhere, outside of the self (Weintrobe, 2021; Anderson, 2023). 
Whilst the exhibit offers a heterotopic space for encountering a rush of troubled stories about Anthropocene inheritance, museum learning extends beyond the museum walls. Memories, museum objects, and children's wayfaring combine with other encounters to facilitate learning about and becoming part of worlds in process. Natural history museums play a significant role in constructing ecological knowledge and shaping imaginaries. However, my account demonstrates that micro-dynamics of sense-making matter for environmental politics and their possible modes of expression. By drawing attention to the in-between of affect, atmosphere and intergenerational encounters, this account suggests that even within spaces which reproduce the figure of the responsible individual, other stories can also emerge. In providing a heterotopic space for reflection, encounter and ‘all sorts of worries to come out’, the exhibition centers difficult ethical dilemmas which are all too easily disavowed in other places and times (Weintrobe, 2021).[bookmark: _Toc212374667]Figure 17 A child presses her face against a glass cabinet to get a closer look. Photo: Author's Own

Thinking about ecological crisis through an intergenerational lens requires questioning how and where children are governed as neoliberal environmental subjects. It also involves exploring how adults can engage with children's curiosity and unknowing to expand ethical-political modes of response. Museum educators play a crucial role in facilitating affective and embodied sense-making in the museum space, creating room for feelings, imaginings, and stories to emerge. "Our Broken Planet" exhibition provided space for foregrounding troubling stories and sense-making in troubled times. However, its insistence on an overarching narrative and specific learning outcomes directed pedagogical encounters towards a narrow definition of individual human agency, in which human exceptionalism became the overarching heuristic for sense-making in the space. Future research could consider how child-adult encounters in museums might support more ambivalent pedagogical encounters (Biesta, 2012), to open up broader ethical-political questions about living response-ably in multispecies worlds. The stories we tell about ecological crises influence how we understand ethical-political dilemmas and shape imaginaries from which possibilities for action emerge. Museum stories, spaces, and objects generate potent affects increasingly entangled in the cultural politics of climate change and environmentalism. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for developing opportunities for deliberation, reflection and collective imagining that move beyond the limitations of individual agency and orient subjectivity towards more radical socio-economic change.
In the next chapter I offer an account of child and adult encounters at The Festival of Thrift. Like the Museum, the Festival mobilises the discourse of individual responsibility through the concept of thrift. However, whereas museum exhibits are carefully curated and tightly scripted to meet educational and, in this case, political aims, the Festival is more ambivalent, where heterogenous environmental affects circulate. I argue that the festival site engenders more horizontal relations between children and adults through foregrounding child-like sensibilities and encouraging adults to engage in play, non-instrumental making and silliness. This rubs up against the moralizing discourse of thrift and the negative affects of ecological crisis to generate a space of ambivalence. Ambivalent encounters contain the possibilities of reorienting ethical and political relations with more than human others and the environmental commons, creating space for more inclusive and capacious modes of environmentalism to emerge.


[bookmark: _Toc213581808]Chapter 5 The Festival  
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[bookmark: _Toc212374668]Figure 18 'The Kids are All Right' storytelling and discussion session at Festival of Thrift 2022. Photo: Author’s Own
[bookmark: _Toc213581809]5.1 The Festival of Thrift, Kirkleatham
The Festival of Thrift is a ‘celebration of sustainable living’ (Festival of Thrift CIC, 2021) which takes place annually in the Northeast of England on the penultimate weekend of September, with a program of free activities, performances and live music. The figure of the responsible individual surfaces and circulates in the festival through the notion of ‘thrift’, which broadly refers to careful management of resource and expenditure, and minimising waste in order to conserve enough for the future. Thrift is associated with frugality, a virtue mobilised as a technique of responsibilisation, where individuals are expected to ensure self-sufficiency through moral restraint. Whilst the discursive framing of the Festival centres the individual as agent of change, there is far more heterogeneity in the modes, practices and affects of thrift circulating within the site. Affective and embodied experiences in the site reorient thrift from an individual, moralised set of practices towards broader notions of thrift which centre conviviality, creativity and living well within limits. Drawing on the conceptual reclaiming of thrift as thriving (Hunter and Yates, 2011; Hulme, 2019),. I argue that the activities, performances and atmospheres of the festival generate opportunities for critical reflection, imagining alternative modes of collective provisioning and practices of making which centre playfulness, pleasure and conviviality (Edensor, 2018). Although fleeting, these provide openings for unsettling the figure of the responsible individual, drawing attention to other modes of environmentalism which circulate and swell in the spatio-temporal suspension of the Festival. I highlight the ways in which children’s sensibilities and sense-making co-constitute the political potential of encounters with environmentalism within the site. I draw on theories of affect to demonstrate how ambivalence in the festival site can be generative, enabling new modes of socio-ecological agency to emerge. The festival thus is understood as a site which catalyses and sustains modes of environmentalism that unsettle and challenge the figure of the responsible individual, as a site of experimentation, ambivalence and critical re-imagining. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581810]5.1.1 Outline
I develop my argument across this chapter through vignettes which reflect on my observations and experiences at the festival site in 2022, as well as autoethnographic reflections on my attendance at the festival from 2018 to 2024. I begin by describing the audience and aims of the Festival, demonstrating the popular appeal of this family event which mobilises the figure of the responsible individual through notions of thrift and individual lifestyle change. I give a brief overview of the literature on Festivals and environmentalism, outlining the small but growing body of literature which considers Festival as sites of environmental subject formation. I offer a novel contribution to this existing work which tends to operationalise the framework of neoliberal environmental governance in the analysis of Festival. Rather, I employ theories of affect to look beyond the figure of responsible individual and identify where other modes of response emerge, gather and swell, exceeding the logic of neoliberal environmentalism and gesturing towards other forms of agency.  The first vignette demonstrates how children’s ability to engage with and make sense of abstract forms of expression which often exceeds adults’ expectations. I argue that the festival site engenders more horizonal relations between adults and children through play, making and learning together, offering opportunities to for making sense of environmental crisis in new ways, together. I go on to describe how performance across the site circulates humour, irreverence and absurdity to recast relations with more than human others. Comic modes enable an ambivalent encounter with ecological crisis, in which diverse and contradictory affective responses intermingle. This can be generative, enabling new affective forms and attachments to surface, where the potential for change is generated through small and often messy shifts in feeling and relation. I go on to argue that the creative workshops which are central to the festival program place creative making, playfulness and conviviality at the heart of practices of thrift. Experiences of making-together become the basis for encountering and responding to ecological crisis; in particular the challenge of plastic waste pollution. I draw these examples together to argue that the performance, affects and activities which unfold across the festival site reorient practices of thrift towards notions of conviviality, pleasure and living well within limits. As such, it embeds affective attachments to the potential of re-organising socio-ecological relations towards communal flourishing within shared family experiences. This challenges the dominant logic of neoliberal environmental governance through shifting the focus on the sovereign individual towards notions of collective wellbeing. [bookmark: _Toc212374669]Figure 19 We can make a difference' collective collage at FoT 2022, part of the bubble blower workshop. Photo: Author's own

[bookmark: _Toc213581811]5.1.2 Audience and Aims
The Festival of Thrift has been an annual feature on Redcar and Cleveland’s cultural calendar since 2015, attracting up to 50,000 attendees across the weekend. In 2022, it was held in the grounds of Kirkleatham Museum, three miles out of Redcar, a small town on the Yorkshire coast in the North-East of England. Families and the local community have always been the target audience, where creative activities, live music and arts performance form the basis of a program which aims to “benefit the community and advance public awareness of sustainable living” and give “families the confidence to create while having fun on a budget” (Festival of Thrift CIC, 2021). As such, much of the program is geared towards children and given that the Festival is free, it is perennially popular with families, drawing visitors from across the Northeast[footnoteRef:43] including many regular attendees who come every year (Festival of Thrift CIC, 2022).  As a regular fixture on the cultural calendar in the region, it is a powerful vehicle for generating affective attachments to forms of environmentalism, imagined futures and practices. With its orientation towards families and focus on sustainability, it is an ideal site for researching how parents and their young children are affected by modes of environmentalism and are actively engaged in processes of becoming environmental subjects.  [43:  Almost half of the attendees come from the neighbouring Tees Valley local authority, 12% from the wider Northeast, with local people from Redcar and Cleveland making up around 26% of the visitor numbers. The wide geographical draw may be partly due to the location of Kirkleatham Museum, which is 3 miles out of the centre of Redcar – in 2023 the Festival move to Billingham city centre, making it much more accessible in terms of transport links. ] 



[bookmark: _Toc212374671]Figure 20Festival Map, FoT 2022. Image credit: FoT 2022





 

Festival organisers have raised funds from a range of sources over the last 12 years, including local county councils, Arts Council England, the BBC, local colleges and Universities, as well as national and local corporate sponsors including Northumbrian Water, Arriva buses, Morrisons supermarket and Sirius minerals[footnoteRef:44] (FoT 2023). Arts funding distributed through national bodies in the UK (e.g. Arts Council England) has been reduced significantly since the introduction of austerity measures in 2008; the UK now has one of the lowest levels of government spending on culture in Europe (Campaign for the Arts, 2024). Undoubtedly these diverse sources of income in a challenging funding landscape have shaped the festival and its purpose over the years. Indeed, the first Festival, held at Lingfield Point in Darlington, was organised & funded by property development firm Marchday. It was organised to showcase the redevelopment of the locally significant Patons and Baldwin Wool factory into a new business park[footnoteRef:45]. Two years later, FoT moved to Kirkleatham Museum when Marchday sold the business park; Redcar and Cleveland Council funded the Festival in response to the closing of the Redcar Steel works in 2015. Both the origins and ongoing funding of the Festival are tied to wider processes of cultural regeneration which seek to showcase the vibrancy and resilience of a deindustrialised area which has been characterised as ‘left behind’ (Nayak, 2019). Once a global hub for steel production, Redcar and Cleveland now ranks  28th most income deprived local authority in England, out of a total of 316 (ONS, 2022). According to the latest Census data, 18.6% of households in the area are income deprived, meaning they are low waged or out of work[footnoteRef:46](ibid). There is another story to be told here about how environmentalism is being mobilised in projects which seek to enliven the post-industrial present in the Northeast of England, particularly within the current context of restricted arts funding, employment precarity and the roll-back of state provision. Sadly, this is beyond the scope of this project. However, it is worth noting that in the context of post-industrial regions, the notion of thrift has local significance, where predominantly working-class communities have been left to ‘make do’ with/in the material remains of a once thriving, global industrial hub.  [44:  Agricultural fertiliser company with a materials handling facility in Teesside]  [45:  Patons and Baldwin wool factory was built 1947, the factory and grew to become one of Europe’s largest wool factories, employing over 2000 local people, mainly women. The Wool company became significant to the development of the local area, building housing for employees, a school for their children and a range of leisure provisions on site including tennis courts, a ballroom and an ornamental garden (Lloyd, 2013). It was thus vital to both the local economy, as well as the communal life and social fabric of Darlington at the time. By the 1960s market demand for knitted clothing was declining, whilst imports from abroad were often cheaper (British Wool, 2023). This downturn led to the factory gradually downsizing, until its eventual closure in 1997 (Williams 2006), reflecting wider changes in the region as global processes led to the restructuring of industry, production and trade (Hudson and Swanton 2012). This story reflects wider trends of deindustrialisation across the Northeast during this period, and for Marchday, the Festival was an attempt to integrate the new development into local place identity.  ]  [46:  It is also worth noting here that although the Festival is free to attend, many of the workshops incur a cost of between £3 to £35 to take part,] 

Discursively, the Festival targets the individual as the locus of change, within the neoliberal mode of environmentalism outlined in Chapter 2. The figure of the responsible individual looms large in their mission statement 
 “Our focus has always been on how we as individuals can make those small changes, the shift to thrift, that will add up to a big difference for the future of our planet” 
(Festival of Thrift CIC, 2021)
Here the Festival can be viewed as an expression of neoliberal environmental governance. The focus of thrift is individual lifestyle change, where consumption practices such as second-hand shopping and green consumption are positioned as the catalyst for change. The individual as consumer is the main agent of change, through practices which do little to effect systemic change.  Framed as green consumption, this notion of ecological thrift can work paradoxically to obscures the diversity of thrifty practices, such as essential livelihood strategies of object care which are not necessarily oriented towards planetary sustainability but which nevertheless enact waste reduction (Alexander, 2022a).  This includes practices of mending and repair, explored in more detail in section 5.5. Limited infrastructure exists to support or acknowledge such practices of waste reduction, whilst recycling has been elevated to the status of moral responsibility. Anthropologist Catherine Alexander calls this the ‘institutional hollowing out of planetary care’ (Alexander, 2022a, pp. 952–953), in which technocratic waste management become the primary mode of ecological thrift at both the household and national scale. This version of thrift, which draws on frugality as a virtue, has long been mobilised as a technique of responsibilisation, accompanied by moralising affects. Nevertheless, the affective atmosphere of the site challenges the pervasive moralising of thrift. Through Festival encounters, thriving through conviviality, non-instrumental making and collective joy are made central to responding to ecological crisis. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581812]5.1.3 Festivals and environmentalism
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[bookmark: _Toc212374672]Figure 21 'On the Shore' Ben Okri, Ackroyde & Harvey, FoT 2022. Photo: Author's own
Festivals have long been understood as sites of subject formation, where the embodied and sensory experiences of festivals not only express forms of identity but are actively enrolled in processes of identity-making (Cummings, Woodward and Bennett, 2011; Delanty, Giorgi and Sassatelli, 2011; Duffy and Mair, 2018). Often understood as liminal spaces (Turner, 2017 [1966]), temporary festival spaces enable transgressive, playful performances of identity that may not be permissible in more regulated social context. Festivals provide space-times for new forms of creative and artistic forms to flourish (Chatterton and Hollands, 2003), offering expanded cultural repertoires for making sense of the world we live in. The affective experiences of festivals can also generate sense of shared identity, fostering social relations, belonging and community (Duffy et al., 2011; Edensor, 2018; Xu, van Liempt and Bailey, 2025; Duffy, Waitt and Gibson, no date) . Although short-lived, the embodied and affective experiences of festival can have long-lasting impacts, catalysing new forms of subjectivity and sociality,
The role of festivals in catalysing enduring change has often been critiqued via Mikhail Bhaktin’s notion of the carnivalesque (Bakhtin, 1984). Bakhtin highlights how Medieval carnivals operated as a space of subversion and comedy. In the space of the Carnival, hierarchies of power were inverted, with laughter and mockery exposing the foundations of political relations and pointing towards their inherent instability. Through masking and costumes, individuals were subsumed into an egalitarian communal body; a mode of activity that defies everyday socio-political order (Clark and Holquist, 1984). Bhaktin suggested that the power of this collective body, together with the comic subversion of political relations could generate the potential for radical transformation. Critics have argued that rather than fundamentally challenging the status quo, carnivalesque events and moments function as a release valve, channelling transgressive dissent into a ritualised performance, rather than building towards revolt (Eagleton, 1994); they enable a temporary suspension or inversion of normal rules, relations and expectations. The joy, pleasure and freedoms experienced in fact reinforces the status quo; where Festivals are used to placate or distract from unresolved socio-political issues (Harvey, 1989).  I take issue with this critique on two counts. The first is that it relies on a mechanistic theory of change, presupposing a Marxist notion of rupture or radical socio-political change. This fails to account for the myriad intra-actions that contain the potential for worlding differently, where change takes places at a range of scales. I am interested in the modest, recuperative strategies for change sought out via Common Worlds approaches; recasting of the onto-epistemological basis of agency in and through everyday interactions.  Secondly, as I go on to argue, the conviviality, togetherness and community that festivals engender means that their affects exceed and outlast the spatio-temporal boundaries of the event. They have a life beyond the event itself, with communities cohering around festivals (Edensor, 2018), towards modes of collective flourishing where creative making, pleasure and play become the basis of togetherness, as I go on the argue below. 
Contemporary arts festivals are often traced to the early Glastonbury and Woodstock festivals which developed alongside early grassroots environmental movements in the 1960s. These festivals with their mini-village atmosphere were based on principles of self-sustainability and were sites of experimentation with new identities and modes of communality. Yet, their sustainable ethos clashed with the material impacts on local environments where they were held, due to poor waste and sanitation infrastructure (Cummings, Woodward and Bennett, 2011). Conversely, contemporary festivals employ a range of measures aimed at reducing environmental impacts, extending beyond waste management to providing climate offsetting options in their ticketing, encouraging attendees to travel by public transport and longer-term community education programs (Cummings 2014). Sustainability efforts at music festivals have been sympathetically analysed as a form of green governance, considered important sites for the adoption of sustainable lifestyles and global consciousness (Cummings, Woodward, and Bennett 2011). The analysis of music festivals as sites of green governance demonstrates that even where sustainability is not the focus of a festival, measures taken by music festivals can shape ‘green sensibilities and practices beyond the festival site’ (Cummings, 2014). Less research is dedicated to what Ball and Wanitshka (2016) call ‘green fairs’, perhaps because these are more marginal to the ever-increasing calendar of large scale music and arts festivals. Like the Festival of Thrift, Green Fairs are ‘temporary event[s] in a specific location with a theme of promoting environmental awareness and/or environmentally sustainable behaviour’ (2016, p. 24). In their survey of North America, Ball and Wanitshka argue that green fairs allow local people to take part in socially and spatially embedded environmental education and place-based sustainability efforts, contributing to broader civic engagement. Both Cummings and Bell and Wanitshka analyse processes of environmental subject formation sites from a top-down, Foucauldian perspective, evaluating the extent to which festival sites contribute to environmental awareness and agency from within the model of individual responsibility. I seek to broaden this small body of literature on the processes of environmental subject-becoming at Festivals to look beyond the dominant mode of agency expressed in neoliberal environmentalism. Instead, I attend to what emerges in-between the discursive function of the site and the heterogenous experiences that actively co-constitute the event. Through focusing on the ‘in-between’ of affect in family encounters, I highlight the potential for new environmental sensibilities, imaginaries and agencies to emerge from the heterotopic space of the Festival. 
 5.2 Children’s sense-making[bookmark: _Toc212374673]Figure 22 Timeless by Joli Vyann at FoT 2022. Photo: Author's Own

One of the most striking features of the 2022 Festival was the performance of Timeless by Joli Vyann (2022), a circus dance company from Southwest England. The performance centred around a monumental 7-metre rotating hourglass, positioned prominently at the heart of the festival site. Emerging above the treeline, it was almost impossible to ignore, drawing curious glances from those passing by. The structure was not just as a stage but a visual metaphor, simultaneously marking the passage of time and evoking the finite nature of ecological balance. As the hourglass slowly rotated, four performers moved in tandem pairs, executing acrobatic sequences on, around, and within the timer. Their movements were synchronised to dramatic soundtrack, evoking threat and precarity, the dancers responding with a courageous joint effort to save a small plant. According to the festival programme, ‘The performance moves through a narrative of climate change, its consequences and how humanity copes with the precarious balance that could at any point tip into chaos.’ (FoT 2022)
Children and adults begin to gather, sitting on benches around the makeshift stage or on the grass in front. Restlessness rippled through the crowd—children fidgeted, parents whispered speculations about what was about to unfold to placate them.  The atmosphere shifts as the sound of David Attenborough’s familiar voice plays over loudspeakers
‘We are at a unique time in our history. Never before have we had such an awareness of what we are doing to the planet, and never before have we had the power to do something about that. Surely, we have a responsibility to care for our Blue Planet, the future of humanity and indeed all life on earth now depends on us’
An air of solemnity falls across the crowd – adult and children alike are momentarily quiet, stilled by anticipation. As the performance unfolded, restlessness and hushed voices returned - adults puzzled aloud to their children ‘What’s all this? ‘What’s he got a plant pot for?’ ‘Maybe she’s the sunshine?’ These moments of interaction highlighted how the performance prompted a co-witnessing and collective sense-making; some adults sought to interpret the performance for the children. Others took the opportunity to and buy food or coffee whilst children were occupied or stood around the edges – taking an opportunity to catch up while the kids were entertained. One parent, a friend of mine, remarked, ‘well I don’t have a clue what that was about, but the kids seemed to enjoy it!’.  An older girl filming the performance on her phone eventually turned and said, “Mum, this is kinda boring, can we go?” suggesting a tension between the visual spectacle and a desire for narrative clarity.  But other children were enthralled by the acrobatics and the music. At the end of the performance, the brown pellets used in the performance to demonstrate time passing in the timer, soil as they try to create a habitat for a plant and the noise of rain as they fall through the timer, are left scattered across the stage. At the end of every performance, young children scurry around the edges of the stage, scooping these pellets up. They provide tactile remains of the performance’s central themes: time passing, the precarity of life and the possibility of regeneration.
Noticing that some of the adults found the performance difficult to interpret, I ask my 5-year-old what the show was about. ‘It’s about extinction’ she said, quite straightforwardly. ‘They’re trying to save their plant, and they’ve hid it under there.’ I share these observations with one of the performers after the show. She tells me that they added the David Attenborough quote to the performance ‘because people weren’t getting it’. They couldn’t tell what the hourglass structure was supposed to be, let alone work out what the story was about. ‘We had to make it really obvious.’ She adds that its easier in a space like the Festival of Thrift to engage the audience because people were there to learn; the performance fits into the festival’s focus on the environment and the need for action. In other spaces, the themes of the performance were harder for audiences to decipher. ‘The kids really get it…they’ve got the imagination’ she told me. 
Although situated and partial, these observations illustrate how children can be capable of noticing and deciphering ecological and political messaging in formats which we might not expect them to grasp, or which adults might find hard to either interpret or give their full attention to. Here children’s knowingness and imaginative capacity can exceed what adults often expect of them. Often adults assume that the message of ecological precarity needs to be simplified for children, that they won’t understand (Nolas, 2021) or that they need to be protected from witnessing things falling apart. This attitude chimes with the concern some parents had about children participating in a ‘die in’ in Chapter 6, where some parents felt that this was too morbid for their children. Nevertheless, the way in which children engaged with and responded to Timeless demonstrates how children have the intellectual capacity and imaginative resources to make sense of visual metaphors which index the chaotic socio-natural entanglements that characterise our times. Indeed, children are so often experiencing the world anew, continually incorporating sensory and embodied experiences into their knowledges of the world (Hart, 1979; Hackett, 2016; Tembo, 2024) their perspectives and understandings can offer new approaches for making sense of the conflicting and often absurd socio-material realities of Anthropocene. There is an urgent need for adults to engage with the ways in which children experience and make sense of ecological crisis on their terms, to avoid reinscribing dominant narrow modes of environmentalism. This is a difficult task, and not one parents should be expected to take on unsupported (Edwards, 2023). Rather the suggestion here is the need to reorient our understandings of who is the ‘learner’ and who is the ‘knower’ in intergenerational encounters (Murris and Borcherds, 2019); towards becoming otherwise together. Performance offers one mode for unsettling adult knowingness, particularly metaphorical, abstract or absurd performances, which affect ambivalence as an audience makes sense of what the embodied experience of watching the performance. At the start of a performance, both children and adults are in a state of unknowing about what the performance will entail and must make sense of it subjectively as it unfolds. Performances such as Timeless, The Bees, and Bird Rave (explored below) can engender a horizontal relation between adult and child as both seek to make sense of an unfolding spectacle and relate it to what they already know about the world. Timeless momentarily puts adults in the position of children, experiencing the world anew and seeking to make sense of it. The recasting of response-ability to move away from institutionalised forms of responsibilisation requires a humility and openness to knowing the world differently, in order to come to know and respond to socio-natural entanglements differently. Abstract, metaphorical performances offer a potent mode of environmental politics which reduce the epistemic distance between children and adults, inviting them both to make sense anew. I explore the affective dimensions of performance below, focussing on how irreverence and the absurd can be mobilised to reorient affective attachments to non-human others. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581814]5.3 Humour, absurdity and ambivalence
Performances across the festival create sensory and affective storytelling about ecological encounters which foreground ambivalence, unsettling the ‘purity politics’ (Seymour, 2018) of individual lifestyle change and the negative affect trail of ecological crisis. Timeless performs the well-worn trope of a planet under threat, saved by the redemptive action of humans working together for the common good. Whilst hopeful, it is a solemn, earnest performance which breaks with the frivolous, joyful atmosphere of the festival. Affectively, it is at odds with the pleasure-seeking mood of the festival – this could account for why some adults chose to disengage – to go and buy food or enjoy a conversation with friends. Being enrolled in an interpretive process involves imaginative labour, embodied attention and being open to not-knowing – not everyone has the capacity or willingness to engage with performance. Equally, as in the Museum (see 4.3.1) adults may be bored of apocalyptic predictions and the refrain of planetary crisis, or they may assume that they already know enough already. As a result, they switch off or are disaffected by this mode of engagement, instead prioritising other activities (socialising, going to buy food).[bookmark: _Toc212374670]Figure 23 My daughter exploring an art installation at the Festival of Thrift 2021. Photo: Author's own


 Elsewhere across the site, comic modes to perform socio-natural entanglements. Humour, irreverence and absurdity rub up against the anxiety, fear and grief that many feel when confronting the socio-material realities of climate change, biodiversity loss and waste crisis as well as intense moralising around thrift.  In this section, I described two performances which reorient affective attachments to non-human others – birds and bees - through the absurd. Situating artistic performances within the joyful atmosphere of the festival and against the moral framing of thrift triggers ambivalence and ambiguity – opening up space for new affective attachments to emerge and take form. They invite us to 'consider different ways of listening to and engaging the world...presenting new ways of thinking and inhabiting the world' (A. Closs Stephens, 2022, p. 11) and can intervene in the ordering of worlds - even if they do not seek to do so (Grosz, 2008). 
[bookmark: _Toc213581815]5.3.1 The Bees 
The Bees was performed at the Festival of Thrift in Billingham in 2023 by Artizani (2023). It features multiple white beehives raised to chest height on wooden stands, tended by beekeepers in full protective suits carrying smoking canisters. The hives buzz loudly in the honey perfumed air, people move slowly between them, peering curiously inside. I approach with my eldest daughter, ‘What’s inside?’ she asks. ‘I don’t know’ I reply. ‘Perhaps we’re going to see how bees make honey’ I said, expecting an educational exhibit. I realise that people are not just peering into the hives, but putting their faces right up to the hives, to look through peepholes cut into the hives. There are stools for children to stand on so that they can reach the peepholes – people are clamouring in the small pen of the exhibit to look. 
We break through the throng of people; my daughter puts her eyes up to the first hive, giggles, and then looks at me with uncertainty. ‘What is it?’ I ask, putting my eye to the peephole. Inside, a diorama of bee characters dancing in a disco, complete with revolving mirror ball and disco lights. A tiny alternative world. It’s silly and delightful and unexpected. Each hive reveals an imagined bee-world – bee astronomers, bees watching a film at the cinema, a bee race car track. One of the hives is on a hydraulic foot pump operated by one of the beekeepers. As I try to look in, the beehive suddenly jumps up, taking the peephole out of my eyeline. Each time I try to look, it moves further up, eliding my gaze. The beekeepers hand out honey flavoured popcorn and offer to answer any questions about bees. However, the answers are not what they seem; ranging from the apparently factual to the outright ridiculous. Fact jumbles with fiction as what we think we know about bees is unsettled through this immersive installation, prompting new openings for ‘becoming with bees’ (Weldemariam, 2020).
  In the UK, honeybees have become an environmental motif – a symbol the fragility of our eco-systems and an environmental cause in and of themselves. There has been a recent surge of interest in beekeeping as an ethical hobby or community activity, particularly within efforts to green or rewild urban spaces (Friends of the Earth, 2020). However, the popularity of honey-bees as cause-celebre of conservationists, environmentalists and green businesses has led to misunderstandings about the complex factors contributing to honey-bee decline, whilst a focus on honeybees shifts attention away native bee death and the cultivation of ecosystems where a range of pollinators can thrive (Westreich, 2020). ‘Bee-washing’ – a form of green-washing – relies on sympathy with honey bees as an environmental concern in order to sell product, often contributing to misinformation and popularising products which have no proven positive impact on bee population- and may even have an adverse effect (MacIvor and Packer, 2015). Whilst often well-meaning, the earnest and often overly simplified narrative of bees as a metonym for ecological crisis is problematic. The Bees cuts through the construction of bees as a matter of concern with an irreverent, absurd and surreal encounter with bees, eschewing a redemptive narrative and refusing to provide a sensible answer to earnest questioning. The encounter is playful, and fleeting, with people stepping back to watch the surprise and delight of others as they approach the hives for the first time. The absurd answers of the beekeepers probe the boundaries of lay knowledge about bees – can we tell fact from fiction? As in Timeless, the installation and performance generate encounters between children and adults where the position of adults as knowers is momentarily unsettled; from the outside the installation looks like an educational exhibit, but once inside it is a sensory experience designed to surprise, delight and confound. The sites and spaces of environmentalism are so often undercut by an affective current of solemnity and remorse; the absurdity of The Bees cuts through this through humour and delight. Following Nicole Seymour, I argue that such modes of engagements revitalise environmentalism, enabling diverse affective relations with non-human others to emerge and broadening the appeal of environmental movements (Seymour, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc212374674]Figure 24 Performers at the Festival of Thrift, 2021. Photo: Author's own

[bookmark: _Toc213581816]5.3.2 Bird Rave
Like bees, birds are considered an important indicator of biodiversity and ecosystem health (Fraixedas et al., 2020). Songbirds are often associated with nature in the UK, where birdwatching and listening for birdsong are a popular pastimes (Turnbull, Searle and Lorimer, 2023). The RSPB annual citizen survey of garden birds, which seeks to better quantify dwindling bird populations, attracted half a million participants in 2023 (RSPB, 2024). Meanwhile, birdsong came to be understood and enjoyed as a symbol of the ‘anthropause’ brought about by the COVID-19 lockdowns  -  the slowing down of human mobility which led to a temporary reconfiguration of human-nature relations(Turnbull, Searle and Lorimer, 2023). This interest is reflected in Our Broken Planet; at the entrance to the exhibition, the first installation is ‘Nature during lockdown’ a series of recordings of birdsong from the museum’s garden during COVID-19 social distancing measures. The recordings were being used to help analysis the effects of quieter roads on bird health and reproduction. 
In contrast to the quiet stillness of birdwatching, and the soothing effect of birdsong (RSPB 2024), the Bird Rave is a bombastic performance by Miss High Leg Kick and a ‘flock’ of other artists (Miss High Leg Kick, 2023). Each embodies the character of a particular bird species – the yellow crested cockatoo, the nightjar, the penduline tit and the arctic turn, amongst others – performing interpretive bird movements to rave music. Dressed in 90s shell jackets in the colours of their bird species and wearing oversized headdresses which mimic the distinctive plumage and beaks of each bird, they mix classic rave moves with birdlike movements to uncanny affect. Pulling the audience members into their makeshift arena, the birds dance alongside festival attendees to the repetitive beat of rave classics. This performance rejects the bird as barometer of ecological decline and inverts the quiet solitude of bird watching, inviting bemused onlookers to participate in a camp display, in which the birds are having all the fun. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581817]5.3.3 Bad Environmentalism
Absurdity, irreverence and humour have long been associated with the carnivalesque function  of the festival spaces, as sites which enable the temporary disruption and subversion of normative social rules and relations of power (Bakhtin, 1984)Within the Festival of Thrift, these comic modes work to disrupt the solemnity and moralising that often accompanies rejoinders to take responsibility for the impacts our lifestyles have on the planetary environment.  At the same time, they reorient affective relations of humans to bees and birds, albeit momentarily, through an absurd encounter in which they are not positioned as metonyms for ecological crisis but as joyful, pleasure seeking, agentic beings in and of themselves. Whilst neither performance necessarily seeks a political project. Both performances offer relief from the negative affective structure which tends to dominate environmentalism, and as such open up space for different forms of affective attachment to non-human others to emerge. Nicole Seymour’s concept of bad environmentalism embraces irony, camp, absurdity, and irreverence to challenge the intense moralising of environmental discourse (2022). As opposed to the exclusionary ‘purity politics’ which accompany notions of frugality, thrift and the responsible individual, bad environmentalism embraces messiness, imperfections and contradictions.  This broadens the scope of who can participate in environmentalism and makes space for marginalized voices through alternative forms of expression. Meanwhile, humour, camp and absurdity can offer relief from the guilt, fear and anxiety often felt when facing up to the socio-material realities of ecological crisis, enabling people to cope and stay engaged rather than becoming overwhelmed or disaffected (Wilson and Anderson, 2020; Weintrobe, 2021; Anderson, 2023) 
In the Festival of Thrift, The Birds and The Bees help to keep the mood of the site light. They are silly, playful and absurd performances which reimagine the relations between humans and bees and birds respectively as relations of delight, wonder and humour rather than as reminders of ecological decline. The Festival format is an ideal site for experimenting with new affective, aesthetic and ethical relations with non-human others and environmental commons through bad environmentalism. As Seymour argues, whilst such performances may not be explicitly political or politicised, they nevertheless open up space for a broader and more inclusive modes of environmentalism. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581818]5.3.4 Ambivalent encounters
Looking to the ‘in-between’ of the discursive framing of the Festival, the performances that unfold withing the site and the circulation of affects highlights how the festival is a site of ambivalence. Ambivalent encounters with non-human others contain the potential to generate new affective attachments and may reorient relations towards a more pluralistic and inclusive environmental justice movement. Whilst none of these individual performances can do that on their own, attending to the ways in which the Festival of Thrift creates space for and celebrates multiple modes of affective engagement is important for rupturing the depoliticizing affects of apocalyptic climate imaginaries and moralising environmentalisms. Here the festival format allows for diverse, unexpected, and sometimes contradictory performances, aesthetics and affects to circulate, coexist and mingle in one site. This offers a different starting point for engaging with the intergenerational politics of ecological crisis – one in which adults are not necessarily positioned as the responsible knower but are enrolled in processes of sense-making with children, through affective encounters which are unexpected, playful and silly.  
Ambivalence in the Festival space can also generate discomfort, as acknowledgement of material and climatic dangers of ecological destruction threaten to break through an atmosphere of frivolity. As others have argued, discomfort is a necessary part of recasting responsibility (Noxolo, Raghuram and Madge, 2012), nevertheless it is difficult to stay with the trouble of ecological crisis within the festival. The Festival program included a series of talks, presentations and discussions held in a marquee named ‘The Enlightentent.’ One of the most well attended was a book talk with acclaimed author, Ben Okri, who was discussing his most recent book, Every Leaf a Hallelujah[footnoteRef:47]. During the discussion, he began talking about climate crisis. ‘We are in a ship which is heading towards an abyss.’ He said, sombrely.  ‘We are slow to turn the ship around – this is the greatest battle of our time’. He went on to share some his personal feelings about climate change as an intergenerational issue – as a father of young children;  [47:   The story is about a young girl who ventures into a forest to find a medicinal flower to cure her mother. Okri wrote it with his own young daughter in mind. The trees of the forest are key characters in the story, guiding the girl on her journey. ] 

It took their generation to make it the central issue for ALL humanity. I feel guilty it has taken me this long to come to these issues.  
The moderator responded, ‘I’m going to lighten the mood a little, and talk about trees’, redirecting the conversation to the environmental theme of Okri’s latest book. They move on to talking about the ‘magic’ of tress, ‘trees are the land, trees are culture, trees are what hold the land together through their roots and networks below the surface’. In my field notes, I write
I find this switch from facing the scale of the problem to a whimsical discussion of trees dislocating and all too easy, a naïve recourse to ‘love’ ‘trees’ ‘connecting to nature’ - it bypasses the political, economic and historical reasons for globally intersecting contemporary crises. 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.][bookmark: _Toc212374675]Figure 25 Author Ben Okri disucssing his book 'Every leaf a hallelujiah' in the Enlighentent, FoT 2022. Photo: Author's Own

I left the talk feeling frustrating and disappointed. As a space of frivolity, the Festival can dampen or thwart explicitly politicised engagements with the material realities of ecological and climatic destabilisation, through rerouting discomfort. 
Feelings of guilt and pleasure, grief and joy, playfulness and solemnity ebb and flow as I move across the site, enabling an ambivalent encounter with different modes of engaging with and responding to ecological crisis. The Protest, whilst more overtly politicised and articulated to apocalyptic imaginaries, had a similar festival atmosphere, generating ambivalent encounters which arguably were more politically charged. Ambivalent affects open up the politics of relation, through unsettling and reorienting the affective attachments people have to and non-human others, and to desired futures. This affective loosening of attachments can move people in different ways, towards different ends (Wilson and Anderson, 2020). Like-wise, drawing attention to ambiguity in our analyses enables an attention to how transformative potential emerges at the microscale (MacGregor, 2021). In the context of environmental affects, ambivalence has also been associated with failure, honesty and imperfect (Bosworth, 2020); being uncertain of how one feels can enable vulnerability, humility and compassion to flourish – qualities that are necessary for reorienting agency away from neat ascriptions of neoliberal responsibility towards more open-ended and messy deliberations on response-ability. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581819]5.4 Making and conviviality
Creative workshops are an important part of the Festival program, with varied and changing activities each year[footnoteRef:48]. Through these workshops, making becomes the basis of intergenerational encounters with ecological crisis, where waste pollution and wastefulness are centred as an environmental matter of concern. One of the main workshops on offer in 2022 aimed at younger children was the bee bubble blower activity, priced at £4. Children aged 3 and older were shown how to turn the top half of plastic bottle into a bubble blowing toy, using fabric and black and yellow stripey tape. The facilitators hoped it could offer a thrifty alternative to bubble guns and other plastic toys, prompting a conversation about the sustainability of toys, whilst encouraging the use of waste materials in play and craft.  [48:  In 2022, there were 35 different workshops advertised, 6 were free with the rest ranging from £3 to £25.Just over half of the workshops were aimed at children over the age of 12 and adults, and many of those which could be booked in advance sold out ahead of the festival, demonstrating strong demand. Five workshops used recycled, found or waste materials, two focussed on repair, three were making eco-products such as homemade laundry soap and beeswax food wraps and a further two offered an opportunity to customise and revive old clothes and bags. The rest of the workshops enabled attendees to experiment with a range of creative and artistic practices using a variety of materials, including glass, ceramics, copper, wood and plants. This characterises the model of activities on offer under the creative directorship of Stella Hall. In 2022, two new creative directors took over, under new executive director Emma Whitenstall. The festival moved from Kirkleatham Museum to Billingham Town centre and implemented a new model for commissioning workshops in which the festival paid workshop facilitators directly so that most workshops would be free. Moving the festival to a town centre and making more of the activities free aimed to make the festival more inclusive and accessible to local residents. ] 

Similarly, in 2019 FoT commissioned local artist Bub Bacon to offer a drop-in activity which would allow families to contribute to a large-scale artwork responding to the problem of plastic pollution in the ocean. Children were offered an empty plastic drinks bottle to turn into a jellyfish with help from an adult, by cutting off the bottom of the bottle and leaving to one side to make the ‘body’ of the jellyfish. Long cuts were made along the length of the straight sides of the bottle and curled to make tentacles. Finally, the two pieces were threaded together, to hang alongside others in a large ‘bloom’ of jellyfish at Kirkleatham Museum. The activity was a vehicle to raise awareness about how plastics enter the oceans and create a sense of urgency around the scale of the problem.[bookmark: _Toc212374676]Figure 26 Bubble blower made from plastic bottle, tape, fabric and stickers at FoT 2022. Photo: Author's Own

It is not new or unusual for children to play with waste materials, indeed this is a particularly sanitised encounter with objects ordinarily consider as waste whilst child-waste relations  can be much more harmful[footnoteRef:49] (Noguchi et al., 2014; Horton and Kraftl, 2018). Nevertheless, I argue here that within the festival site, experiences of making together as a mode of environmentalism centres creativity, conviviality and joy in practices of thrift. Making prioritises a different set of feelings and practices to those associated with environmental responsibilisation, reconfiguring relations with waste beyond technocratic waste management (Hird, 2017) towards more capacious notions of thrift as thriving. My argument proceeds as follows. One, making with children gives parents, carers and adults more broadly permission to engage in creative relations with materials that they might not ordinarily prioritise. Two, that non-instrumental making in the Festival foregrounds joy, playfulness and conviviality, and finally, that embodied experiences of making generates affective attachments to notions of ecological thrift as thriving. Rather than being pressed into the service of capital accumulation through notions of frugality, thrift as thriving places communal flourishing and notions of the good life at the centre of resource management. This works to unsettle neoliberal environmentalism by suggesting an alternative foundation for environmental politics.  [49:  Examples here include the dangers face by child waste-pickers whose livelihood depends upon informal economies of material recovery from landfill(Adama, 2014), the craft recycling villages of Vietnam where recyclates make up a big part of local ‘craft’ economy – where invisible toxic traces make their way into children’s bodies (Noguchi et al., 2014), and the adverse health affects of living near waste incineration sites on foetuses, babies and infants (Tait et al., 2020).  ] 

[bookmark: _Toc213581820]5.4.1 Making with children 
Making is not a straightforward process of the maker imposing a form onto an inert object, rather it involves ‘intervening in the fields of force and currents of materials wherein forms are created’ (Ingold, 2010). Creative workshops at the Festival offer an opportunity to engage in an improvisational relationship with the materials which make up our world through attempting to fashion them into something new – a plastic bottle into a bubble blower or a jellyfish. Making here can be cathartic, enjoyable and convivial (Edensor, 2018) it can also be challenging as the material exerts agency on the maker through its particular materiality (Ingold, 2010) The cylindrical plastic of the bottle does not yield easily to the straight edge of the scissors – cutting bottles in this way is tricky, creating sharp and uneven plastic edges. Other workshops at the festival allow participants to experiment with copper, wood, jesmonite, textiles, glass and ceramics, inviting an embodied experience of intervening in the materiality of the world. [bookmark: _Toc212374677]Figure 27 Making a clay tile with my children at FoT 2021. Photo: Author's Own


 Experimenting with materials in this way is not unusual for children. Not only are they often offered craft activities in education and childcare settings, but they are also continually experimenting with the materiality of the world through embodied way-faring (Hart, 1979; Hackett, 2016) and autotelic practices (Tembo, 2024) - that is repetitive practices that children for their own enjoyment, such as splashing in puddles. For children, play is a primary mode of sense-making, through play children develop the capacity to act on and, in the world, as social, political and ecological becoming-subjects (Katz, 2004; Kallio, 2016; MacAlpine, 2020; Weldemariam, 2020).  In the space of the Festival, adults are encouraged to engage in playful experimentation with materials; processes of engaging with the world more commonly associated with children, through workshops in which they make with others. In family workshops where adults are expected to ‘help’ their children, both are enrolled in processes of creative making together – for some adults their relationship to a child gives them permission to engage in non-instrumental making. Here the value of making is not captured by capital, it is not making for the sake of profit or financial gain, rather making becomes an end in itself. Making together thus allows adults and children to engage in playful, improvisational relations with waste materials, in which issue of waste management is raised not as a purely technological issue, resolved through individual responsibility, but as a socio-material issue. Foregrounding play and creativity invites modes of responding to the crisis of waste which go beyond the narrow forms of responsibility ascribed through technocratic waste management (Hird, 2017). As I go on to argue in the conclusion to this chapter, making reorients thrift from notions of frugality to notions of thriving, offering a foundation for action which is more capacious than that of the responsible individual. Figure 28 Workshops on offer at FoT 2022. Image credit: Festival of Thrift, 2022

[bookmark: _Toc213581821]5.4.2 Creativity and conviviality 
Festivals are particularly important arenas for creativity, offering opportunities for cultural experimentation, improvisation and cross-pollination (Picard and Robinson, 2006), as well as opportunities to share experiences and encounter the new (Schulte-Römer, 2013). The heterotopic quality of the Festival offers time out from the everyday relations we have with the material world around us – the mundane tasks and seemingly never-ending to-do list – to engage in more playful, experimental relations with materials. Creativity here is understood as a relational process that is ‘social and sociable, culturally specific and communally produced’ (Hallam and Ingold, 2007; Edensor, 2018, p. 49). Conviviality is understood as a sense of togetherness, communal wellbeing and shared activity. However, it also links directly to notions of the good life (Buen Vivir) and degrowth which draw on Ivan Illich’s use of conviviality.  Here it stands for non-instrumental, autonomous and creative relations between people and their environment which are fundamental to satisfying the needs of society. Illich argues that capitalist industrial relations are limiting conviviality as an intrinsic ethical value, and that this loss of conviviality is a ’major factor in the amorphousness and meaninglessness that plague contemporary society’ (Illich, 1973, p. 11). Although this wider claim is debateable, I include this reference here to acknowledge how my argument joins up with wider thinking, where conviviality is considered foundational to the reorganisation of socio-economic systems away from capitalist modes of production. 
Creative workshops contribute to the convivial atmosphere of the festival through the sharing of creative practice and skill – where artists and makers invite adults and children to have a go. In the bubble bee blower workshop, the artist facilitators move around the workshop, helping children and their adults to manipulate the materials on offer – tape, bottles, fabric, elastic bands, bubble solution. The workshop attendees help each other out too – passing the scissors, sharing the elastic bands out, picking up bits that others have dropped. Children who have made their bubble blower delightedly show others how it works, blowing foaming masses of bubbles accumulating on the surface of the fabric. A mode of sociality emerges around the process of making – sharing resources, passing on newly acquired knowledge, helping each other out. These creative workshops are sensuous, experimental and sociable; making together in the workshop space generates a sense of conviviality, an example of communal flourishing through improvisation and experimentation with waste materials. Although short-lived, the shared feelings generated through making in the workshop form affective attachments to this mode of thrift which centres of non-instrumental forms of creative expression.  What if conviviality, joy and play formed the foundation of responses to socio-ecological crisis, rather than individualistic moralising and the neoliberal focus on economic growth? I return to this question in the concluding section of this chapter. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581822]5.5 Revitalising environmental politics through play
 In the ethnographic sections above, I have illustrated the ways in which the festival operates as an invitation to play, to engage in non-instrumental creative activity and to make sense of more than human relations through humour and irreverence. Here I want to suggest that encountering the politics of environment through these affects and modes allows for more horizontal relations between children and adults to emerge. The ways in which children make sense of performance across the site operates as an opportunity for adults to unlearn what they think they know and engages with themes of environmental crisis from the perspective of children’s curiosity and experiential learning. The centring of frivolity and humour in reimagining relations with more than human others offers a break from stifling affects of responsibilisation as well as the detachment, boredom or overwhelm which may be thought of as ‘adult-centric’ environmental affects[footnoteRef:50]. Meanwhile, children and adults are encouraged to experiment creatively with materials, engendering an atmosphere of conviviality and centring pleasure. In this section, I draw these empirical examples together to consider how the festival site enables parents to rekindle childhood sensibilities with and through their children. I consider how play and playfulness contain the potential to revitalise environmental politics at the festival and beyond.  [50:  This is not to argue that these affects don’t circulate amongst children in these or other contexts. In both this chapter and the previous chapter, empirical examples are given of the contrast between children’s enthusiasm for engaging with environmental discourse and the disaffection the adults they are interacting with. The intention here is not to generalise. Rather it is to point towards the underlying assumption of an adult subject in literature on affective geographies (see Blazek, 2025 for an excellent discussion of adult-centrism as an oft-unacknowledged axis of power in geography).] 
[bookmark: _Toc212374678]Figure 29 Colouring butterflies as part of 'The Kids are All Right' workshop, FoT 2022. Photo Author's Own

It goes without saying that play is not limited to children or childhood. In one of the most influential texts on play, Homo Ludens, historian Huizinga insists that playing as fundamental to our very being and central to the development of social and cultural organisation, ‘civilisation arises and unfolds in and as play’(Huizinga, 1949). Playing has long been understood as an ‘underlying, always there continuum of experiences’(Schechner, 2003) not merely the preserve of children. However, play in terms of adult experience is often understood as a counterpoint to ordinary activities and everyday routines, an ‘otherness’ (Bauman, 2008) which is always held in tension with rational, ‘adult’ behaviour. As a result, play is often counterposed with work, where work is understood as rational and instrumental. In practice, there is a complex relationship between work and play; aspects of work can be experienced as ‘a laugh’ or good fun, even as playful aspects of work are commoditised (Crang, 1994). However, the separation of work from play can be understood as a historical effect of industrial capitalism. As Cindi Katz powerfully documents in her ethnography of children growing up in South Sudan,  ‘the easy unity between work and play’ (Katz, 2004, p. xi) in the everyday lives of children has been disrupted by global economic restructuring. The activity of ‘work’ has circumscribed and rationalised with the global capitalist relations, such that the boundary between work and leisure or play has become increasingly hardened [footnoteRef:51]. She documents how the condition of industrial capitalism valorises productive, rational ‘work’ whilst play is trivialised (Katz, 2004). Whilst play is not oppositional to adult everyday life, nor antithetical to work, the intensification of everyday life under neoliberalism – through work, care and responsibilisation- often limits the opportunities to engage in imaginative play and creative expression. This is what makes the Festival as heterotopia so valuable – it provides a precious opportunity for adults and children to step out of the rhythms and pressures of everyday life to play with modes becoming in relation to ecological crisis.  [51: Katz’s ethnography also points towards the fact that the relation of play to work exists for both children and adults; where what constitutes children’s work differs across geographical and cultural contexts.  ] 

Play is often understood as a mode of as-ifness (Bauman, 2008; Woodyer, 2012), through which the everyday can be refracted, reimagined, and temporarily transformed. In this sense, play’s capacity to collapse the boundary between the real and the imaginary endows it with significant transformative potential. Through bodily and social action, play brings about other worlds of meaning (Caillois, 1961; Thrift, 1997; Turner, 2017). However, it is not only meaning which is transformed through play. Shaddai Tembo argues that play actively brings new socio-material assemblages into being, as intra-active practices oriented towards joyful subjectivities (Tembo, 2024). For example, the bubble blower activity involves an assemblage of bodies-plastic bottles-tape-washing up liquid-tights-scissors, in which the relation of child-adult-plastic bottle is not one of individual responsibility directed via technocratic waste management to recycle. Instead, the activity generates an engagement with the materiality of plastic which is oriented toward the pleasure of making together and the joy of blowing bubbles.  It orients subjecthood away from rational, neoliberal modes of waste management, towards thinking about other modes of becoming-with plastic waste. Understood in this way, playful encounters ‘soften the boundary’ between human bodies and plastic ‘creating experimental subjectivities, new modes of being and becoming that disconnect and reconfigure individuality’ (Tembo, 2024, p. 695). The affects and bodily sensations that emerge intra-actively through creative making with plastic generate the potential to reconfigure agency towards joyful modes of response.  
In ‘family friendly’ sites, playful activities planned for and around children, as well presence and interactions of children with/in a particular place can entice adults to engage in play in ways that they might not if children were not there. Children make the space through their interaction with/in it, and family friendly spaces are actively produced with a particular child sensibility in mind. In such spaces, children both in their vital presence and as an idealised ‘audience’ become a conduit for adults to engage in child-like play – for example dancing at the Bird Rave with their children or making a bubble blower together. Play is understood here autotelic; non-instrumental, not engaged in for future benefit or reward (Sutton-Smith, 1997) other than to satisfy a curiosity or desire for sensation (Tembo, 2024). This doesn’t mean that play has no purpose, or that is cannot be captured as value and pressed into the service of capital accumulation (Crang, 1994). Rather, it is understood in terms of its vitality – a form of micro-power that emerges through the proximity to others (Malbon, 2005; Woodyer, 2012), in this case the relation of children to adults, and the circulation of ludic affects.  
As a heterotopic space, the Festival of Thrift creates opportunities for adults and children to engage in autotelic play together.  That is not to say that opportunities for expressive, imaginative and potentially transformative space are limited to particular space-times, such as the festival site. Playing is often spontaneous and momentary, ‘it can occur in any space or place or the journey between them’ (Woodyer, 2012, p. 320). It is precisely the spontaneity of play, its vitality and its potential for surprise that enables it to participate in ‘configuring alternate ways of being in the world’ (ibid). Play has the potential for ethical generosity — it can open up possibilities of alternative relations to space, to others, to materiality; it can unsettle habitual order and opens imaginative potential (Woodyer, 2012). Through and with children, in a ‘family friendly site’ adults are invited to rekindle childhood sensibilities through play, directing thrift away from neoliberal ‘efficiency’ toward thrift as flourishing. This revitalises environmental politics by steering away from the deadening affects of climate doomism or the purity politics of individualistic environmentalism towards more capacious and imaginative modes of response. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581823]5.6 Rethinking thrift
Although the location, funding and creative direction of the Festival has changed over the 12 years, thrift has always been a central organising theme, bringing artists, traders, performers, makers, activists and educators together in an eclectic program which changes every year. Here the figure of the responsible self-centred in neoliberal environmentalism surfaces in the discursive motif of ‘thrift’. However, I argue that attending to the affective forms generated across the site, in particular the sense of conviviality experienced through making orients practices of thrift towards communal flourishing rather than frugality in the service of capital. At the same time, the affective atmosphere of the site together with irreverent, humorous and absurd modes of engagement shift the mood of the festival away from the purity politics often associated with frugality. Within the site, adults are given permission to inhabit child-like sensibilities through play, the joy of making and irreverent performances which invite silliness. I consider what possibilities this generates for recasting agency in Anthropocene times.
Key to my argument is the distinction between thrift -as-frugality, a virtue pressed into the service of capital accumulation and thrift-as-thriving, a condition of being in the world which is oriented towards some version of the good life, or the Aristotelian concept of eudaimonia – human flourishing (Hulme, 2019; Alexander, 2022).  Broadly, thrift refers to a principle of managing of resources and money, minimising expenditure and waste to ensure there is enough to sustain a person or household in future. Once an economic principle for managing resources within the household, thrift has jumped across scales from the household to the nation and in more recent years, the planet (Alexander and Sosna, 2022). With this movement across scales, thrift has become synonymous with frugality, a virtue rooted in religious discourses of morality and self-discipline. Within Protestant traditions, frugality, hard work, and restraint were considered expressions of spiritual integrity and personal worth (Hunter and Yates, 2011; Hulme, 2019). These values are implicated the emergence of capitalism and are foundational in the construction of the rational individual human agent as the target of (self)governance. Thrift as frugality is thus often mobilised as a technique of responsibilisation, promoting the ideal of a self-reliant subject who manages their income and resources carefully. By contrast, those who are struggling financially are made responsible for their situation; poverty for example becomes framed as a result of moral failings, rather than a result of socio-economic processes often outside an individual’s control. Understood as frugality, thrift works to obscure broader structural inequalities (Alexander, 2022b) reinforcing neoliberal ideologies of personal accountability while devaluing forms of thrift which are not easily measured in economic terms – such as collective provisioning, object care and reuse (Isenhour and Reno, 2019). It mobilises a kind of ‘purity politics’ (Seymour, 2018) which prioritises restraint over joy, efficiency over creativity, and individual virtue over communal wellbeing.
This moralised version of thrift is also found in environmental governance and in some environmental movements, where personal frugality is reframed as ecological virtue. Thrift becomes a primary expression of environmental subjecthood, where it is understood not only as an economic or moral imperative but civic duty in response to environmental crisis(Hobson, 2002). The discursive framing of the festival deploys this version of thrift, relying on neoliberal logics that prioritise individual lifestyle adjustments over systemic transformation (Luke, 1999; Maniates, 2001; Fletcher, 2010). Discursively, the figure of the responsible individual surfaces through the moralising notion of thrift as frugality, focussing on green consumption and minimising waste and resource through individual lifestyle change. This version of thrift often romanticises particular ‘green lifestyle’ practices which can obscure the resourceful and creative livelihood practices of low income households(Isenhour and Reno, 2019; Alexander, 2022b). As such, thrift as an environmental motif can reinforce existing social inequalities whilst reproducing the figure of the responsible individual. 
In contrast to the individualist, moralising affects of thrift as frugality, thrift as thriving reclaims thrift from its etymological foundations returning to an understanding of that pre-existed early forms of capitalism. In its premodern appearances, thrift was understood as a condition of vitality or prosperity, rather than a virtue, a state of being in the world similar to Aristotle’s notion of eudaemonia (Hulme, 2019). Here, practices of thrift were oriented toward human flourishing, wellbeing and happiness as opposed to the accumulation of wealth.  Rather than moral restraint, thrift-as-thriving centres the creative, communal, and life-affirming aspects of low-consumption practices. It challenges the moral judgement of frugality by foregrounding practices that prioritise abundance within limits, meaningful social connection, and collective wellbeing (Collard, Dempsey and Sundberg, 2015; Bradley and Persson, 2022). Whilst the discursive framing of the Festival mobilises notions of the responsible individual, the activities, affects and performances described in this chapter reorient thrift towards thriving, in which communal flourishing is foregrounded in responding to ecological crisis. As I have shown above, workshops across the site foreground pleasure, conviviality and creativity in the relations we have with the materiality of the world. Making with children can be a conduit for playful experimentation with materials, allowing for more open-ended engagements with waste that look beyond technocratic waste management solutions which rely on the figure of responsible individual. The affective feelings generated through play, non-instrumental making and making together thus reorient responses to waste crisis away from the moralising tone of thrift as frugality towards options of thrift as thriving. In the context of the Festival, thrift is not only about managing limited resources, but about reclaiming the right to live well together, broadening imaginaries to consider how we might reorganise socio-ecological relations towards communal flourishing. [bookmark: _Toc212374679]Figure 30 My daughter playing with a kite we made at FoT 2019. Photo Author's Own

[bookmark: _Toc213581824]5.7 Conclusions	
In this chapter I have employed a diffractive analysis, drawing on a range of theoretical insights to consider what happens ‘in-between’ the discursive framing of the festival as one of individual lifestyle change, and the heterogenous encounters with ecological crisis that families participate in across the site. I have argued that the playful, creative and at times, ambivalent affective atmosphere of the site engenders more horizontal relations between children and adults; within the carnivalesque space-time of the festival adults are encouraged to inhabit child-like sensibilities and to make sense of relations with the world anew, with and through the children they care for. Whilst the discursive framing of the festival circulates the figure of the responsible individual through notions of thrift and individual lifestyle change; the feelings and affects generated through activities within the site reorient thrift from individualist and moralising modes of frugality, towards communality, creativity and living well together. Performances across the festival challenge the moralising affects of individual responsibility and negative emotions often associated with environmental crisis, finding joy, humour and silliness in socio-ecological relations. Not only do these performances offer modes of engaging with ecological crises beyond the ‘purity politics of individualistic thrift, but they also generate an atmosphere of affective ambivalence in which multiple and often contradictory emotions intermingle and coexist. These ambivalent encounters contain potential to reorient ethical and political relations with more than human others and the environmental commons, creating space for more inclusive and capacious modes of environmentalism to emerge.
Ambivalence is considered generative because it enables imperfect, honest, emotionally complex responses to ecological crisis to take shape, moving people to act in new or unexpected directions. Within the ambivalent atmosphere of the site, making together can be powerfully affective, offering an imaginary beyond neoliberal environmentalism where communal well-being, joy and creativity are at the heart of socio-economic organisation. Although fleeting, encounters in the festival can contribute to transformations at the microscale, through subtle shits in feeling, relation and meaning making.  As a site of playfulness, experiences in the festival can re-enliven and sustain ideals which are hard to enact amidst the rhythms and routines of everyday life, whilst broadening political imaginaries to consider what life could look like if thrift as thriving was at the heart of environmental politics. Empirically it is beyond the scope of this chapter to explore how experiences in the festival endure (or not) in everyday family relations. Nevertheless, what I have argued in this chapter is child-like sensibilities are cultivated in the Festival, where play, creative making, communal endeavour are foregrounded in encounters with ecological crisis. Both adults and children are invited to make sense anew, developing the affective and imaginative capacities required for new forms of socio-ecological agency to emerge. 
In the next chapter I offer an empirical account of family friendly environmental protest, the Big One. The Big One shared the carnivalesque atmosphere of the Festival, however as a site of resistance, encounters in the space were more explicitly politically charged. For children and their parents, this meant they were likely to experience new, transgressive or unanticipated forms of expression and encounters. These surfaced challenging questions which parents sought to answer with humility, honesty and reflexivity. As a space which sustains more enduring commitments to activism, the Protest space can open up relations of learning and unlearning together, where the parent-activist I spoke to consider themselves to be on an ongoing journey of climate activism. Their activist subjectivity emerges with and through relations to their children. 



Chapter 6 The Protest[bookmark: _Toc212374680]Figure 31 Collage making at the Animal Rebellion stall, part of The Big One, 2023. Photo; Author's Own


[bookmark: _Toc213581826]6.1 The Big One, Extinction Rebellion	
The Big One was a 4-day Climate Protest held in the streets surrounding the Houses of Parliament in Westminster, London on 21st-24th April 2023. It was coordinated by Extinction Rebellion (XR), a transnational social movement which emerged in May 2018, quickly attracting media attention to become one of the most recognisable campaigns in the UK, where they have divided opinion and have contributed to shifting public and political climate discourse. Notions of the family are central to the strategic narratives employed by XR, where the figure of the child is mobilised as part of an affective strategy to recruit activists (Thierry, 2023; Robson, 2025). This framing renders the intergenerational politics of climate crisis intimately personal. As a result, activists often draw on their relations to children that they love and care for in explaining their motivations for taking part in XR (Gillett, 2019; Jarvis, 2019; Middleton, 2019; Huw, 2021). XR Families is a chapter of the wider movement[footnoteRef:52] which emerged to support parents and carers in their climate activism through organising family friendly events and holding space within larger protests where children are encouraged to attend with adults. In this chapter, I draw on an autoethnography and interviews with parent climate activists who attended the Big One. I consider what happens ‘in-between’ the strategic narratives mobilised by XR activists and the activities that constitute a protest site, focussing on the affects, relations and dialogue that emerge and circulate within family friendly protests. I argue that the heterotopic site of the Protest opens a space for developing ongoing processes of becoming in relation to ecological crisis, where relations between parents and their children are shaped by activist subjectivities. Encounters within the Protest site and beyond generate dialogue, questions and feelings which emerge between children and adults, shaping political identity and a sense of agency. The ways in which children make sense of the moral and political complexity of the protest site support nuanced understandings of climate crisis. These exceed simplistic formulations of individual responsibility and open wider questions about the accountability of institutions. Here, chants, placards, encounters with the police and the practicalities of attending a protest with young children shape the political subjectivities of parents and their children. I show how climate activism shapes everyday lives, parenting practices and family relations. Whilst the overarching narrative of XR can seem totalising, the XR parent activists I spoke to describe making sense of ecological crisis as an ongoing journey, where they are learning with and through their children.   [52:  The rapid transnational spread of XR has been attributed to its organisational structure which operates through local ‘chapters’ (Gardner, Carvalho and Valenstain, 2022) which organise alongside and can overlap with community groups which organise along shared aspects of identity such as XR Afrikan Heritage Network, XR Doctors, XR Quakers, XR Disabled Rebels and Rainbow Rebellion (Extinction Rebellion UK, 2023). Chapters are ‘small scale localised activist assemblies’ which are semi-autonomous; discussing key issues, collectively organising local action and participation in regional/national actions, and building a sense of community and belonging within ‘the wider imagined community of the movement’ (Gardner, Carvalho and Valenstain, 2022, pp. 426–7) ] 

[bookmark: _Toc213581827]6.1.1 XR Aims and strategy 
In this section I introduce Extinction Rebellion, demonstrate their significance in shaping climate politics in the UK and argue that Extinction Rebellion Families offers an important perspective for understanding how climate activism is shaping relations between parents and their children. 
In the years 2017-2020, the UK experienced a surge of grassroots movements which sought to put pressure on governments and other institutions to act urgently to mitigate the worst impacts of climate change. Extinction Rebellion, Fridays for Future and School Strike for Climate have injected visceral energy into the intergenerational framing of climate and environmental sustainability, shifting public discourse and bringing a particular set of ideas about political agency to the fore. Many of these movements reject the notion of individual responsibility, calling for ‘systems change not lifestyle change’. The notion of political agency coheres around an activist subjectivity; indeed, within Extinction Rebellion taking part in protest is considered a moral duty – the duty to rebel. This doesn’t necessarily mean that activists don’t take action to mitigate their environmental impacts in their day to day lives (this is explored in section 6.4.3), rather a sense of personal responsibility extends beyond lifestyle change to seeking more radical change through civil disobedience and other forms of protest. 
The emergence of Extinction Rebellion is significant because it marks a break with previous environmental movements and together with other movements that emerged around the same time, it shifted public and political climate discourse in the UK. This new wave of ‘climate activism’ is characterised by the mobilisation of people who would not have previously considered themselves activists[footnoteRef:53], a focus on mass civil disobedience and a collective action framing which is mobilised by apocalyptic narratives (de Moor et al., 2021). The early focus of Extinction Rebellion actions was mass arrest, based on a theory of social change expounded by co-founder Roger Hallam[footnoteRef:54]. In the early years of the movement, large numbers of people were recruited to attend large scale disruptive action which, at first, took the public and the police by surprise (BBC, 2018; Taylor, 2018). However, more recently the government has sought to limit disruptive protest with legislation. The Public Order Bill 2022 extends the definition of ‘disruption’, poses new limits on static protest, and extends the powers of the police when arresting and charging those taking part in protests.  As a result of the media and political attention on XR and similar movements, the public expression of environmentalism in the UK has become associated with disruptive, unlawful action often framed as ‘extreme’. At the same time, the narratives and activism of  XR has generated a sense of urgency around the need for more far reaching climate mitigation strategies As a result, public discourse in the UK has shifted from one of climate change to climate emergency (Thierry, 2023).  Whilst the strategies and tactics of XR have changed in the intervening years, on the one hand to work around new legislation and on the other to widen their appeal, the central framing of the movement has stayed fairly consistent. Indeed, an apocalyptic framing together with a strong brand identity (de Moor et al., 2021) is one of the reasons that XR gained prominence so quickly, becoming the most recognisable campaign in the UK by 2020 (Tryl, 2021). The mobilisation of an apocalyptic imaginary together with the Figure of the Child generate potent affects, constructing the ‘duty to rebel’ around intimate relations with the children we love and care for.   [53:  Whilst there is a strong argument to be made that Extinction Rebellion is mobilising large numbers of people who may not have been involved in previous environmental campaigns, direct action, or political activism more broadly, it is important to note that the demographic of XR members remains consistent with previous grassroots climate and environmental activism. Broadly, XR activists can be broadly characterised as well-educated (de Moor et al., 2021), middle-class and white (Smoke, 2019; Bell and Bevan, 2021) – suggesting that whilst it may be able to mobilise significant numbers of people, it has retained the exclusionary practices of previous movements.]  [54:  Inspired by the Civil Rights movement and the Indian independence movement, Hallam argues that a significant number of ‘ordinary people’ must engage in disruptive action which breaks the law and thus prompt ‘the authorities’ to act, generating ‘the social tension and public drama which are vital to create change’. He posits that 1-3% of the population need to be arrested in order to prompt social transformation. The movement have since distanced themselves from Hallam and have moved away from the focus on arrest as the only tactic.  ] 

[bookmark: _Toc213581828]6.1.2 Apocalyptic futures 
Part of XR’s success has been the deployment of strategic narratives (Bevan, Colley and Workman, 2020). These have been developed to convince ‘ordinary people’ that a strategy of rebellion and mass arrest is the only way rapid change of the scale required can be brought about, and crucially, that they have a moral duty to be part of such a movement. A key device in XRs recruitment strategy is the Heading for Extinction talk, a talk that was originally written by Roger Hallam and was designed to ‘trigger a moral existential crisis in “upstanding” people’ (Thierry, 2023, p. 5). This builds on established literature in social movement studies which emphasises the power of ‘moral shock’ for recruiting people to a particular cause (Jasper, 1997). However, here the use of the word ‘existential’ suggest the intention is not a momentary shock but is intended to unsettle the foundations upon which the audience grounds their existence and sense of purpose. This personally affective sense of existential moral crisis is linked to wider anxieties about the future through ‘the Extinction Script’ (Robson, 2025), which takes various forms; placards, slogans, chants and soundbites. The extinction script describes ‘the belief that we must act now and do so urgently to avoid planetary extinction’ (ibid) which is most strongly articulated in the ‘Heading for Extinction talk’ but is also rearticulated in different ways by individual activists, as discussed below. 
The apocalyptic framing is legitimised by foregrounding the ‘worst case scenario’ pathways of the IPCC, and the talk is replete with emotive statements and dramatic claims. What is of particular importance for this study, is the way in which it renders the abstract intergenerational future of sustainability discourse, intimately personal
“Most are going to be mobilized by asking key questions about their life. What does it mean to be good. . . what does it mean to feel like you’ve not got regrets when you die?... Can you look your grandchildren in the eye and say you did what you could. Now none of those are to do with outcomes, they are all to do with what you think you are’ 
 (Roger Hallam, quoted in Thierry 2023)
This generates a powerful affective force by drawing a direct relation between the abstract intergenerational framing that has long shaped environmental discourse and the lively and troublesome children in our lives (Edwards, 2023). The Extinction Script has a discursive function, aiming to affect a particular climate subjectivity, where political agency is expressed primarily through dissent, public protest and civil disobedience.  Drawing the intimate relations of parenting and grandparenting into the geopolitics of climate change, particularly where this is narrated as a situation of immanent apocalypse, is deeply emotive. Here intimate relations are leveraged to compel people to act, with the ultimate goal of convincing them to break the law. The parental responsibilities of caring for and protecting one’s children become articulated to a moral duty to take part in climate activism (Robson, 2025). Whilst the Extinction Script was somewhat diluted at the Big One through the presence of over 200 other environmental groups, it featured heavily across the site. My interviews with parents who attended the Big One demonstrate how the Extinction Script spills over beyond the protest site into everyday life, affecting parenting practices, relationships and notions of responsibility. In the next section I introduce The Big One as a site of Family Friendly Protest. As a protest event, it aimed to broaden the appeal of XR, signalling a move away from the tactic of mass arrest towards building relationships across and between diverse environmental movements.
[bookmark: _Toc213581829]6.1.3 The Big One
 Exiting Westminster station on Friday I was met with a lively crowd thronging the busy intersection to Westminster square. Colourful XR stickers, block printed fabric patches, flags and banners, stood out amidst groups of tourists visiting Big Ben and Westminster Palace.  The large, grassed area at the centre of Parliament square had been cordoned off, whilst roads around the Square were closed. Across the entrance of George Street was a large frame on wheels, adorned with a bright pink banner reading ‘welcome’. People were standing around the gates of Westminster Palace holding banners, signs and flags as part of the people’s pickets, which were organised to take place throughout The Big One at 16 key locations in Westminster.[bookmark: _Toc212374681]Figure 32 Maps provided by XR ahead of The Big One, 2023. Image Credit: XR UK 2023


Beyond the people’s pickets, the streets were a hubbub of activity, a patchwork of gazebos lining the streets, each providing a space for different organisations and campaign groups. Some had stalls with leaflets, others were hosting talks or performances; someone approached me from another and asked me if I would like to join in a short meditation practice. Campaign group Animal Rising had provided materials to make collages whilst activists were talking to attendees about their recent controversial protest at the Grand National. The Global Justice Tent had a chalkboard up outside with a program of talks, workshops and comedy beside a Greenpeace gazebo where children and adults were covering the pavement with chalk images, slogans and XR logos. 

A long queue in the middle of the road led to a Hare Krishna Food trike serving free vegetarian food. Another queue snaked around the XR Art blockers stall, selling block printed cloth patched emblazoned with XR logos and slogans such as Unite for Future, Bee the Change, Be Ungovernable, Love is the Cure; and offering DIY block printing on items brought from home such as t shirts, backpacks and baseball caps. Further along St George Street a large lorry was parked across the road, one side removed to make a mobile stage, hosting activists, actors, poets, musicians, writers and campaigners, a BSL interpreter signed alongside. There was also a ‘Mobile Rickshaw stage’ and a programme of community led events and activities. These were organised into the Education Hub, the Citizen’s Assembly Hub and the Faith Hub. As the sun broke through the clouds, it began to feel like a festival. Music played over the babble of chatter, and laughter, flags fluttered in the breeze, children ran between the legs of adults and played ball games on the grass verges.
The Big One was advertised by XR as the biggest climate protest in UK history (Extinction Rebellion, 2023b), and took months of organising to mobilise people from across the UK to attend. Coordinated mass demonstrations in London have been one of the most visible embodiments of XR UK. They have taken place regularly since 2018, with ‘rebellions’ organised in in Autumn and Spring. These rebellions can be considered ‘protest events’ (Hensby, 2019) in so far as they hold significance within XR and form an important part of the collective identity of XR activists. Consistent with Hensby’s definition of the protest-as-event, the collective remembering of previous Rebellions and their reassessment significantly shapes how XR and its members act and portray themselves going forward (Hensby, 2019). Many activists within XR were disappointed with the perceived lack of media coverage garnered by The Big One, as evidenced in my interviews. Whilst it didn’t become mediated as an event in the way some activists hoped, it remains ‘eventful’ as a heterotopic site in which environmental subjectivities surface, circulate and take form. As I demonstrate below, affective and relational encounters between parents and children at The Big One co-constitute agency and identity in ways which endure beyond the protest. In the other-than-everyday spaces of protest events, interactions between children and parents can be formative. Here, parenting practices and activist subjectivities emerge together, with and through their children’s sense-making of protest encounters. [bookmark: _Toc212374682]Figure 33 Chalking the pavement outside the Houses of Parliament at The Big One, 2023. Photo: Author's Own

[bookmark: _Toc213581830]6.2 Family friendly protest[bookmark: _Toc212374683]Figure 34'What to bring' infographic provided by XR Families ahead of the big one. Image credit: XR Families 2023


XR Families is a chapter of the XR movement which aims to 
“create family friendly spaces on protests, something that is harder to do than ever at the moment, but we continue to strive to find ways to enable families and children to participate in democratic dissent and have their voices heard.” 
(XR Families, Facebook 10th June 2020, 18:50)
Family-friendly in the context of Extinction Rebellion’s early focus on non-violent civil disobedience means organising actions and activities which are legal and where the risk of arrest is low. Although not a new phenomenon, attending a protest with children is particularly challenging at a time of increased surveillance and policing of protest in the UK. Whilst XR Families do what they can to ensure safe and inclusive spaces are set up within protest events, the mood of a protest can shift suddenly, especially where tensions between protesters, the wider public and the police run high. The police can use a range of tactics to control and disperse crowds including kettling, which involves police surrounding an area to confine a crowd in one place. It is controversial, as onlookers can be caught inside a kettle and detained or even arrested (Sorli, 2012; Neal, Opitz and Zebrowski, 2019), and has been weaponised as an intimidation tactic, for example when protesters are not allowed to exit the cordon to use the toilet (Penny, 2010). Below, two parent activists recall being kettled with their young children at previous protests, where the policing of protest poses questions about the morality and accountability of state institutions in the face of ecological crisis.
Given the centrality of the figure of the (white) child in imagined climate futures and invocation of familial bonds in relation to a call to climate action, it is unsurprising that a significant number of activists foreground their participation in XR in their parental identity. There is a long history of parents, and particularly mothers, leading environmental campaigns and struggles over material resources, in which parental identity provides both a powerful testimonial framing and a sense of collective identity (Logsdon-Conradsen and Allred, 2010). More recently, a growing body of research and literature explores the role of youth climate activism, attending in particular to the ‘unique perspectives and political agencies’ that young people and children hold (Skovdal and Benwell, 2021, p. 259).  Whilst this nascent body of research takes care to recognise the child as a political subject, this can obscure the ways in which children, like adults, are relational beings, whose knowledge and actions are interdependent with that of other adults (Walker, 2017b). At the same time, a focus on ‘youth and young people’ obscures the ways in which younger children (Aged 0-11) move through and actively shape spaces of protest and political dissent. A valuable focus for longitudinal research would be to explore how participation in protest events and spaces at a young age shapes political subjecthood alongside family relations, however this is outside the scope of this study. Instead, I attend to new, unanticipated and transgressive encounters to argue that children’s attendance at climate protests opens a novel space for intergenerational learning and dialogue, raising new topics of conversation, questions and matters of concern for children and their parents. These can be formative encounters, the affects of which extend beyond the site of protest, feeding into everyday conversations and the co-construction/reproduction of moral and political agency within the family (Hall, 2016). In the following sections, I draw on recollections of The Big One and other XR protesters shared with me by parent activists interviewed for this project to develop this argument. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581831]6.2.1 Parent-child dialogue 
The main action directed towards family participation at The Big One was the ‘Biodiversity March’ which took place on Saturday, where children were invited to dress up and make animals sculptures to carry with them. This culminated in a ‘die-in’ outside Millbank, where protestors lay down in the road for 5 minutes to symbolise biodiversity loss and extinction due to climate change. Plans for the die-in had been controversial amongst some of the family groups, and the programme included an ‘opt-out’ point for attendees to leave the march ahead of the die-in. Whilst some were concerned about taking part in the transgressive act of lying down in the road, parents primarily expressed concern about the theme of extinction and the focus on death and dying. Mark explains
I did see a lot of concern in the various chats beforehand….a lot of concern from parents about [the die in]. Definitely some parents didn't want their kids to be involved ... I think when it actually happened, it was totally fine. It was like, well we lay down in the street, it's fine. We didn't really have to frame it as - We're doing this to represent all the animals that are dying, you know, like you don't have to necessarily fill in all the details. (Mark)
Meanwhile, Susan framed taking part in the die-in with her daughter in terms of generating a positive connection with nature through listing to the birds
So, when you go on a march and she's dressed you know, as a butterfly and she's dancing and singing with all these people who then lie down in the street and listen to the birds. (Susan)
Contestation around the die-in ahead of the event suggests that what constitutes family-friendly protest is contingent on a particular set of ideas about what information, themes and approaches to eco-crisis are appropriate for children. Mark and Susan were both able to explain the die-in to their respective children in sensitive ways that were unlikely to upset them, focusing instead on the action of lying down in the street. Susan tuned into young children’s modes of embodied sense-making, foregrounding the transgressive and sensory aspects of the die-in rather than its more conceptual framing. However, it is framed, the die-in was a performative political act which stilled the exuberant crowd and gestured towards loss and grief. Rather than avoiding the die-in and the difficult or possibly distressing questions it could raise, Mark and Susan trusted their children’s ability to make sense of an unusual use of public space and supported them through engaging with embodied modes of sense-making.  
Within the protest space, the choice of what to expose a child to or not is not easily controlled by a parent, and certainly older or more emotionally sensitive children may have found this a more troubling encounter.  As explicitly political and often adult-centric spaces, protests can generate encounters with ideas, imaginaries and modes of response which children might not come across otherwise. Even within ‘Family friendly’ protest, they are more likely to encounter adult-centric modes of expression considered too sophisticated, inappropriate or transgressive for children. This is a stark contrast with the tight scripting of the Museum exhibit or the more frivolous modes of the Festival. Unexpected encounters in the protest can prompt questions and child-parent dialogue, in which adults engage with children’s processes of sense-making through a process of translation. For example, Susan mentioned her 6-year-old daughter’s new favourite chant, which she kept repeating around the house,
What time is it? Solidari-tea time’.
Debra described her 5-year-old son’s interest in protest signs
he loved looking at everyone’s signs and like trying to read the signs and us reading the signs out to him and his favourite one was, there's no such thing as planet B. (Debra)
In both cases, the parent had to explain ideas to their children which they had not come across before – the concept of solidarity within activism and the word play of plan B/Planet B. In both cases, Debra and Susan took the time to translate new concepts to their children in terms that they would understand. In doing so, they take seriously the curiosity of their children and together with their children, work to render encounters at the protest site politically meaningful.
In another example, Anne described how she and her girls aged 3 and 5 
got stuck with a load of XR Youth – young people and teenagers. They were doing some err…. quite grown-up chants! The girls were like ‘Do what to the Tories?! [She laughs] so yeah, they liked that bit.
 She is referring to a common chant used on left-wing marches particularly during Conservative party rule – ‘Fuck the Tories’. Again, this mode of expression is reserved for explicitly politicised spaces, often assumed to be adult centric. Although some would consider this language inappropriate for children, this assumption relies on a concept of the innocent child, amounting to a denial of children’s agency (Bernstein, 2011). As Anne suggests, her children were not upset but curious, they found it funny. Elsewhere, I overheard a child ask an adult ‘what does anti-growth coalition mean, mummy?’. Another read a placard with a graph of global temperature predictions to 2050. He must have been about eight – he looked at the graph and said ‘Woah…What does that mean?’ An adult who was with him explained that average global temperatures were getting hotter and pointed out 2022 on the graph.  They discussed how hot it had been this year and the effects on different parts of the world. He recounted, ‘so that’s today, that’s the future’… He pointed to 2025 and paused. ‘I’ll still be alive then…it’ll be total disaster!’. 
How children are encountering and making sense of the ways in which their futures are predicted by climate scientists, activists and media is an undertheorized area of research. More work is needed to develop intergenerational strategies for responding to ecological crisis which avoid simply orienting children’s political agency towards individual responsibility and instead broaden political imaginaries. In the Protest site, children encounter heterogenous modes of political expression which they may not encounter in their everyday lives. Although fleeting, they may be formative, generating affective attachments to modes of political expression form an early age. As I go on to argue, parent activists are developing sensitive, creative and open-ended modes of learning with their children about ecological crisis, where their activism plays an important part in sustaining a commitment to becoming other. [bookmark: _Toc212374684]Figure 35 Image of a placard at the Reclaim our Future march, part of the Festival of Resistance 15th October 2022. Photo: Author's Own

The parent activists I interviewed all felt it was important to speak honestly with their children about the causes and impacts of climate and ecological crisis, but they approached this in different ways. As the children in the sample were all under 10, they also felt that such conversations would become more challenging as their children got older and they may need to shift or change the ways they talked to their children. Anne pointed to differences between her children’s personalities which shaped how she discussed climate change with her children
my oldest is all right. She loves the facts… but then I get from the little one, ‘Oh, we're gonna get flooded here, are there gonna be fires here’ - if I keep, you know, I suddenly realize that I keep telling them the truth am I like, I dunno. It’s that mix, it’s that balance isn't it…You know I want to tell the truth but even for an adult, I think the truth is unbearable. I guess I probably do subconsciously shelter them from it, but at the same time I want them to realize - you know, why we do what we do (Anne)

Three parents I interviewed raised a concern that their children may experience eco-anxiety in the future, not necessarily because of their activism but more in response to the ongoing impacts of climate crisis. Here, parents describe carefully and sensitively engaging with their children to help them make sense of protest encounters and wider themes of ecological crisis, considering their developing personalities and intellectual capacities. 
As a site of encounter with new ideas, images and imaginaries of future, the Protest can leave parents with difficult questions to answer, often as they themselves are also making sense of the complex entanglements of socio-natures. As these parents allude to, the ways in which they support their children to make sense of eco-crisis will adapt, shift and change as they get older. Their approaches to and modes of parenting will evolve alongside their political beliefs and activist commitments. Those I spoke to often referred to their climate activism ‘journey’ suggesting a humility in how they approached the complexity of climate and ecological crisis, with an openness to thinking-being-doing differently. Here, supporting children to make sense of eco-crisis can be seen as a two-way process of learning. Adults’ sensibilities, subjectivities and knowledge practices develop in new ways as they seek to explain complex concepts and processes in language which young children can grasp. In the next section I develop this argument further to argue that transgressive and explicitly politicised protest spaces can also generate questions of morality which unsettle easy definitions of right and wrong. Young children can be particularly adept at spotting when actions and situations don’t fit the rules and social norms they have been taught in schools, at home, in religious settings and in other sites of moral education. Their questions here can be both insightful and generative. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581832]6.2.2 Questions of morality
Arriving at The Big One on Friday I was particularly surprised that I couldn’t see groups of uniformed police officers, mounted police and riot vans parked up around Westminster Square. Mentioning this to another attendee, she assured me ‘Oh no - there’s loads of police! They’re all around!’  At other XR protests I have attended, a heavy police presence has generated an air of unease, with tensions between police and protesters running high. However, as part of XR’s 2023 strategy to build a more inclusive movement, organisers of the Big One had worked with the Metropolitan Police both before and during the event, an approach which was welcomed by the Met Police force (Barradale, 2023). No arrests were made during the Big One, nevertheless, it brought back memories of previous encounters with the police for some of the parent activists I spoke to. These encounters had challenged their children’s conceptions of the police as moral guardians.  
Mark had been involved with XR since the early Rebellions and had been arrested in October 2019 for taking part in a roadblock where he was locked on[footnoteRef:55] to other protestors. Prior to this, he described himself as ‘very mild, I had no interaction with the police as a child, it was completely new’. He described it as a ‘massive transgressive step’ which was initially daunting, but the experience ultimately empowered him to continue taking part in such actions. He described feeling a moral duty to draw political focus to issues of climate and ecological crisis through actions which may be deemed illegal, a complex moral stance which he felt might be difficult to articulate to his children with sufficient nuance.  [55:  Locking on is a tactic used extensively by XR in early actions, in which protestors use a range of materials to physically attach their body to another person or to an immovable object, making it harder for them to be removed. It was proscribed by law in 2023 under Section 1 of the Public Order Act 2023 in a series of extensions to Public Order laws brought in to combat the wave of disruptive activism led by XR and others.  ] 

there's another sort of difficult child stories about - well this is what we're doing and yes, the police aren't always on our side…Those are quite hard things to know how to talk about and I think I'd probably find that a harder thing to talk about, than the sort of climate crisis things 
Mark
He had been at a previous rebellion with his then four-year-old, when police kettled activists taking part in a roadblock at Marble Arch, a busy intersection in Central London through which a main road passes. He hadn’t intended to take part in arrestable action on this occasion – they had left the main march and wandered back to Marble Arch not realising that a breakaway group of activists were setting up a roadblock there. Mark and his young son got stuck inside a kettle, after police cordoned off part of the area. Inside the police cordon, they found other members of XR families who had brought Lego with them, and his son wanted to stay to play with the Lego -
it was like, this really odd situation, sort of playing Lego on the floor inside a police cordon and then when it came to like needing the loo, I thought well,  if we go now, we can't come back in and I remember on that day sort of talking quite a bit about it, but he was quite a bit younger then. I think if it happened now, he would have more questions like why wouldn't the police let us come back to the lego? (Mark)

Similarly, Susan recalled a time that she and her young daughter were stuck inside a park in London during an XR protest, where the police had kettled the area and were not allowing people to leave.
She remembered the police as not good people. She was old enough to kind of go, you know. Understand that the police were not looking after us, they were challenging us. Which I didn't really want to leave her with that question, but it did. It was an interesting conversation for a little bit there about, you know, police, are there to keep people safe in the moment, but they're not there for planetary safety (Susan).

Attending protest with children, taking part in civil disobedience and being arrested for climate activism had led to conversations about the role of the police which unsettled a
 picture book picture of the police, who come and help people and save things, and catch robbers (Mark)

in which the police are considered straightforwardly as ‘moral guardians’ (Jackson and Bradford, 2009). It is important to note that the ‘child-like’ view of the police which is unsettled in these examples is informed by a prior conception of the police as a neutral or positive force. It expresses a position of relative privilege that is not always experienced by socially, economically and racially marginalised populations UK (Smoke, 2019). For some, scepticism and distrust of the police as an institution may be informed by negative personal and collective experiences of policing and the carceral system. Nevertheless, as Mark, Susan and others noted in my interviews, the policing of protest led to nuanced and complex conversations between parents and their children about the role of state institutions in responding to climate crisis. Again, in these examples, children are supported to engage with and make sense of moral, systemic and political aspects of ecological crisis not often covered in mainstream climate education, where the focus is on technological or scientific framings (Eaton and Day, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc213581833]6.2.3 The challenges of attending protest with children
Whilst attending protests with children can be politically generative, it can also pose practical challenges. New climate movements such as XR have mobilised many activists for the first time – predominantly women and young people. With climate futures increasingly articulated through the figure of the child, recent years have witnessed an expansion in parent-led climate action (L. K. Howard, 2023). Groups such as XR Families have developed to support families to take part in protest activity and provide a network of activists who are balancing the demands of caring for children with a commitment to climate activism. Several ‘family oriented’ activist networks contributed to the program of activities, talks and entertainment for children during The Big One. Such groups included Mothers Rise Up, Parents for Future, Mums for Lungs and Mothers CAN. ‘Family Friendly’ activities provided by these groups contributed to the wider ‘festival atmosphere’, where playfulness and conviviality shaped spatial encounters in the protest. As across all three sites, children actively shaped the space of the protest, through embodied sense-making across the site and as participants within the protest.  
 When I asked interviewees what their children enjoyed about the Big One, what stood out for their children was joining in the chants, seeing different banners and fancy-dress costumes, as well as meeting up with other children. Kathryn’s children particularly enjoyed disco-bedience, a dance mob performed outside the Department of Energy. Towards the end of the day on Saturday, spontaneous dancing broke out around a set of traffic lights on one of the main intersections, just as the police were starting to reopen the roads for the evening. One child, aged 9 or 10, was performing to an encircling crowd of adults and children, some of whom joined him. Other children climbed the traffic lights to watch, in what felt like a particularly charged transgression of normal spatial practices, as a police motorcade circled the roads to clear them of protestors. [bookmark: _Toc212374685]Figure 36 Children climb traffic lights at The Big One 2023. Photo: Author's own

Mark pointed out that bringing children to protest-events could also be considered tactical in terms of making the movement seem less radical
but I think it also changes the whole feeling of everything. It, it sort of has like a de-escalation feel to it. We're obviously not crazy ecoterrorists if kids are doing duplo [laughs] (Mark)
Overall, attendees I spoke to had brought their children primarily because climate activism was a big part of their family life; it was practical as it meant they didn’t have to find alternative childcare arrangements, and they felt their children would enjoy it.
Heavy rain on the Friday morning had dampened the mood a little, cancelling some of the family activities. The weather was a particular challenge for those attending with young children.
[The Rain] just kept coming and coming and coming and…lasted a good couple of hours longer than we were expecting. So, it was our fault that we hadn't kind of dressed [our son] warm enough, which had put him in a bit of a bad mood. (Debra)
Once the rain stopped, ‘the bubbles came out’ and the children were able to play in the spaces around Westminster Palace. 
However, for those I interviewed, enjoyment was intermingled with moments of frustration with the organisation of the event; anxiety around the physical space and access to toilets; and the exhaustion of attending such a large event in London. Kathryn described the challenge of getting her two children out of the house at 5.30am to get on a coach to London, she was worried about keeping them safe in such a big crowd and making sure they didn’t get lost. Anne spent almost an hour queuing with her daughter to do block printing, during which time she became anxious about finding a toilet. Although a map of facilities had been produced, the only publicly available toilets in the area were a 20-minute walk away in St James’ park – a long way for little legs. The Biodiversity march on Saturday did not start on schedule due to the size of the crowd. This meant that the beginning of the march arrived back at Parliament square before the end had left. Billed as a family march, it meant lots of adults and children were standing in the road for almost an hour waiting for the March to begin.
The march could have gone, like we spent a long time waiting for it set up so kind of frustrated with that you know, little things like that made it a little bit tricky, but yeah, they had a nice day (Mark)
I observed lots of families waiting during this time; it was difficult to know how long they would be waiting to move, and they were trying to placate increasingly restless children. One attendee told me that it was not unusual for marches to run late or be slow to get going, ‘but this is ridiculous!’. However, despite these practical challenges and short-lived discomforts, all interviewees said they were glad they had attended, describing the atmosphere as uplifting, energising and fun. I asked Kathryn if she was glad she had attended, she responded,
Oh, very glad. I think the children [felt glad] too. And I think they feel proud of themselves. And I'm proud of all of us. So, I, I think that was worth it. On its own really even if it doesn't achieve anything just to feel like we're part of that community.
Others reiterated this sense of communality that they felt at the Big One; being able to connect with like-minded parents and carers and meet their children was uplifting and empowering, helping them to sustain their commitment to activism. XR families and other parent-led climate groups played a vital role in making this large-scale protest accessible to families with young children. There are still practical challenges for children attending long events in the capital city, especially around Westminster where there is little in the way of public conveniences. However, Mark sums up a feeling expressed by others;
It's obviously kind of tiring day – with the kids. In the way that any sort of London day trip would be
For many of the families I spoke to, The Big One was a family day out in the capital city, the frustrations and discomforts were somewhat expected. The tensions around policing and safety which some parents had experienced at other XR protests were evidently not a concern at The Big One. In this regard, the organisers were successful in their efforts to make the event ‘family friendly’, addressing some of the practical challenges parents face when bringing young children to protest spaces. 
Encouraging families to attend also significantly shapes the protest space – as Mark pointed out it can lessen tensions, where bubbles, costumes, face paint and lego are enrolled in political dissent. The interactions children have with/in the protest – through joining in with chants, lying down in the road, reading placards and encounters with the police – shape the affective atmosphere of the Protest, and the relations that emerge. For parent-activist and their children, affective atmospheres and embodied sensemaking in the protest feed into the ongoing formation of family norms of morality and political subjectivity. The unexpected, unscripted and transgressive encounters which take place within politically charged and often adult-centred protest spaces, open up potential for making sense anew. As I have illustrated in this section, parents and other adult activist engage with children’s curiosity in protest spaces to make sense of the complex political and moral entanglements of Anthropocene in ways that children can understand.    
[image: A group of people holding a banner

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]6.3 The figure of the child[bookmark: _Toc212374686]Figure 37 For Our Children, For Our Future banner at Reclaim our Future march, part of XR Festival of resistance 16th October 2022. Photo: Author's own

The interplay between the figure of the child mobilised within XR narratives and the intimate caring relationships that activists have with living children shapes the ethico-political orientations of the parent activists I spoke to. Responsibilities shape both the capacity to engage in climate activism both practically as alluded to above, and affectively in the sense of feeling a moral duty to engage in activism on behalf of their children. In this section, I attend to the ways in which the (white) figure of the child is invoked to index the intergenerational dimensions of climate justice, and the problematics associated with this - some of which are recognised by the activists I spoke to. Whilst there is some recognition of the limits of the figure of the child as future horizon within the movement, it remains a potent tool for generating moral shock (Jasper, 1997), rendering a set of global crises intimately personal. This is powerfully affective, shaping everyday parenting practices as described in section 6.4 and can have significant impacts on mental health and wellbeing as explored in Section 6.5. Here I illustrate how the figure of the child circulates in the protest space, where it is rejected, renegotiated or reproduced at different moments, in micropolitical interactions which contain the potential for more expansive notions of climate justice to emerge.  
 Anthropocene child-figures, that is abstract notions of ‘the child’ mobilised in relation to apocalyptic future imaginaries, are not related to any living or historical child. They are phantasmic figures of the future as horizon, a future which can only be secured through the maintenance of the current heteronormative social order (Edelman, 2004). Whilst diverse child figures are mobilised at other times, for different purposes with wider political affects, the figure of the child mobilised within apocalyptic climate imaginaries is the white child of the global north. This white child figure has not yet experienced the impacts of climate change but requires protection to from the anticipated future effects of climate change and ecological breakdown. In mobilising this Child figure, the rights of children of the global north to a liveable future are made central to claims about climate justice. This obscures the impacts of climate change already being experienced today, and feeds into a wider environmental imaginary which decentres the ongoing colonial, capitalist and environmental violence committed across the majority world in the global pursuit of economic growth (Ashton, 2022). At the same time it works to reinscribe an anthropocentric bias into a sense of responsibility, one which indigenous scholars amongst others have sought to decentre in order to (re)emphasize response-abilities to our non-human kin (Whyte, 2020b).
[bookmark: _Toc213581835]6.3.1 Reflexivity and becoming
Such critiques have not gone unacknowledged within a movement made up predominantly of well-educated, white activists (Smoke, 2019; Bell and Bevan, 2021; de Moor et al., 2021), many of whom are aware of wider race and class struggles.  During the Big One, I marched alongside a mother, father, two daughters, a grandparent, and her sister. The mother and daughter were discussing which song they could sing next. The mum started to sing softly;
‘Gunna shut this system down,
Hear the voice of my great granddaughter,
Saying: Climate Justice Now!’
“Oh yeah, let’s do that one!” replied her daughter enthusiastically. Before she could start, her mum interjected – “Oh wait, actually I think that one’s been cancelled.” They discussed a few other chants, before settling on. 
Power to the People! (echo)
The People got the Power! (echo)
Tell me can you hear us! (echo)
Getting stronger by the hour! (echo)
Power! (echo) People! (echo)
People! (echo) Power! (echo)
Starting out waveringly, their voices rippled across the crowd in a call and response, becoming louder and more confident with each repetition. Her daughters face shone with pride as she led the crowd in song.
I asked why the first song was ‘cancelled’.  The mum replied that it suggested that the movement only cares about its own children, and not the children who are already suffering the consequences of climate change around the world. It was an acknowledgement that framing calls for climate and environmental justice in relation to physically and emotionally proximate ‘future generations’ drastically limits the sphere of concern, reinscribing narrow geographies of responsibility (Massey, 2004). 
The figure of the child endures as a rhetorical device for Extinction Rebellion for two key reasons.  Firstly, ‘the child’ is often mobilised as a universal signifier, giving it broad appeal and stirring emotions. At the same time, the simplicity of XR narratives provide a script for activists within the ‘amplified public space’ of protest (Johnson and Haarstad, 2022) which enables them to talk about the importance of climate change activism without really talking about climate change.  The concept of amplified public space refers to ‘spaces in which protest is amplified not only because of digital information infrastructures, but also where the techniques of protest are in turn amplified for the purposes of penetrating information infrastructures’ (ibid, p. 1438-9). The strategic use of the virtual-physical worlds means that in order to penetrate information infrastructures, the protest site becomes ‘a messaging epicentre, where core, pre-negotiated messages/narratives are released in a semi-controlled fashion to both traditional and social media channels’ (ibid, p.1439). Activists draw on the coherence and simplicity of the overarching narratives of XR to justify their actions and to avoid entering into a difficult, protracted or more nuanced conversation (L. Howard, 2023).  In a potent example of this, Mark, an XR activist and dad told me 
whenever I've had to do a little press release or had to explain why you're doing something, sometimes to the camera, I’ve always said that you know, I’ve got 2 young kids and what’s the future going to be like for them is a massive motivating factor.
He went on
But I'm also really aware that I don't really - it's almost like a sort of cognitive dissonance thing. That sort of deep down, I sort of think – our kids specifically will be fine
Mark consciously detaches himself and his own children from current and future material impacts of climate and ecological crisis, and throughout our interview describes a clear separation between his identity as a dad and his identity as an activist. His concern for the future is related to climate change impacts unfolding in an abstract elsewhere – that his children will be impacted by seeing ‘an awful lot of war and difficulty’ on the news in the next 10 years, but that they won’t be materially impacted. This disavowal is a kind of cognitive containment (Weintrobe, 2020; Azuri, 2022), a coping mechanism which enables him to maintain his commitment to a particular type of climate action.  
This offers one example of how the strategic narratives developed by Roger Hallam and XR’s co-founders endure and are reproduced (Bevan, Colley and Workman, 2020), even as they do not represent the more nuanced views of individual activists and their personal climate imaginaries (Davoudi and Machen, 2021). In the protest space, heterogenous environmental perspectives are negotiated as they circulate through dialogue, slogans and chants; some gain traction whilst others fall out of favour. The micropolitics of shifting expressions in the protest site is illustrative of ongoing, dynamic processes of sense-making. The first example demonstrates a reflexivity that circulates within a movement that has shifted and evolved over the last 5 years. Many of those I spoke to distance their own perspectives from what they called the ‘doom and gloom’ of XR. They draw together personal experiences, autobiographies, academic literature, the voices of other prominent environmental activists and international climate reports to articulate sophisticated accounts of climate change, the future and personal agency. The emergence of XR has created a space for imagining new ways of responding to climate and ecological crisis within a process of becoming (activist) – what interviewees referred to as their ‘climate journey’. Within this space of becoming, the figure of the child, the concept of family and the mobilisation of parental and grandparental identities in relation to an apocalyptic future perfect are powerfully affective. They extend beyond the protest space to the ways in which children and their parents are becoming climate subjects together in relation to the unfolding and unknown impacts of ate change. As I explore in the next section, climate activism is shaping everyday parenting practices, the social reproduction of morality and the ways in which children and their parents make sense of their relations with the world around them together.
[bookmark: _Toc213581836]6.4 Parenting for climate futures 
In this section I give some examples of how concern about uncertain, anticipated, and apocalyptic climate futures shape everyday family activities and approaches to parenting. The affective and relational experiences of participating in protests such as The Big One endure beyond the protest space, shaping relational processes of sense-making as parents seek to re-orient ethical and moral obligations towards imagined worlds to come. In these examples, parenting is practiced as a form of prefigurative politics at the microscale of the family, where parents seek to bring about alternative worlds or respond to anticipated futures when raising their children. In my first example, parent activists Susan and Judy consciously attempt to cultivate more response-able relations with more-than-human others through their children’s interactions with/in more than human natures. In the second example, I consider how imaginaries of the future are shaping parenting practices as parents seek to prepare their children for scenarios which look very different to the one we are currently living in. Finally, I consider the role of activism in family life, where individual responsibility is rerouted from lifestyle change towards systems change. For many of the parents I spoke to, going to large scale national protests is only one expression of their activism; an orientation towards bringing about radical socio-ecological transformation to ensure more equitable futures surfaces throughout their everyday lives in various ways. Their children actively shape and participate in their ongoing and evolving journey of becoming climate activist, where the motivation and capacity to act in particular ways, emerges interrelationally between children and their parents. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581837]6.4.1 Re-casting human-nature relations 
Susan and Judy discussed the importance of fostering a loving connection to nature with their respective children, in which they recognise the interdependencies of human and non-human kin. 
We’ve always just talked about loving and looking after the world and nature. And that we're part of it and that we are animals. And that you know. The bees and the birds and the stones and the trees and the rivers are, you know, more than human kin, they're like our brothers and sisters and that we rely on them, they rely on us, you know, so that sort of like connection (Susan)
it's really easy to get little people connected with nature. And it brings such joy. There's like a little wood across from my house, so I just go in there and turn over some logs and find some bugs. Just what can you see? Like what can you notice? What can you hear?
If my children have that connection with nature, then I don't really have any worries for them. (Judy)
The strategies employed by Susan and Judy draw attention to the role of parenting in the reproduction of social and cultural norms which shape the relationships between humans and non-human animals and entities. In both accounts, there is a conscious attempt to orient ecological awareness and agency away from binary accounts of humans and nature towards more horizontal relations of interdependency. Whilst Judy focuses on finding joy and becoming enchanted with non-human nature in their local area, Susan attempts to bring extended concepts of family and kin to the ways in which she and her children relate to the world. In both approaches, both the parent and child/ren are engaged in interrelational processes of sense-making in which a sense of agency is co-constituted through ecological encounters (Dunkley, 2023; Malone and Crinall, 2023). Susan’s language resonates with recent moves in Western climate and environmental movements to acknowledge indigenous knowledge, cosmologies, and modes of being-in-the-world which emphasize the extension of kinship beyond those people we are intimately close to. An extension of kinship involves a refiguring of ethical conduct, what Donna Haraway calls ‘response-ability’, in which we attend to a fuller account of the harms we participate in and consider our agency in supporting the flourishing of multispecies worlds. As Indigenous scholar Kyle Whyte points out, the development of meaningful kin relations with other ecological bodies has implications for responsibility, in which humans are not responsible for human and non-human others but to them. Here responsibility is understood as centring reciprocity, accountability and consent in the ways in which humans act int relation to climate and ecological change (Whyte 2020). This resonates with Common Worlds scholarship, which seeks to develop new stories about our entanglements in systems which enable some humans to flourish at the expense of other humans and non-human animals. Their work in early years education settings seeks to disrupt the reproduction of sanitised settler-colonial narratives of human mastery over nature ((Nxumalo, 2018). Here the ecological encounters that adults share with children, and the development of multispecies relations through storytelling are micro-political engagements which value ‘generative and recuperative powers of small and seemingly insignificant worldly relations’ (Taylor, 2017, p. 1458).  Making space for Common World encounters is as much about unlearning and unbecoming as adults as it is about recognising how the work of raising children is enrolled the making of worlds (Malone and Crinall, 2023). Here, parenting practices are experimenting with processes of knowing the world differently. Adjustments to the ways in which parents and their children relate to non-human natures can subtly reorient ethico-political considerations for acting in Anthropocene times. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581838]6.4.2 Imagining futures
A second strategy involves parents preparing their children for uncertain futures within the expectation that climate and ecological breakdown will create significant changes to the existing socio-economic infrastructures. Again, Susan suggested that some of her consumption choices, for example avoiding flying and buying second hand, are not only about reducing her ecological footprint within the framework of individual responsibility but extend beyond this to setting realistic expectations for her daughter. 
‘I want to live in the world where she will be able to maintain that and not have expectations of abundance that aren't sustainable, right? So. I'm trying to imagine that for her, so that her sense is that she hasn't lost anything by living in a world where we don't do all the things that are unsustainable’ (Susan)
 Here her desire to protect her daughter as a mother extends to protecting her from anticipated losses in the future, where she imagines that her daughter will not have the same access to abundant resources and consumer goods as she does now. Rather she is attempting to shift both her own and her daughters understanding of abundance, from one of unlimited consumer goods towards more sustainable ideals of abundance. This chimes with the shifting of notions of thrift explored in Chapter 5, from one of frugality and scarcity towards notions of abundance rooted in communality, creativity and joy. This example offers one way in which the anticipatory loss of climate changed futures is shaping relations between parents and children. Susan consciously seeks to instil in her child notions of abundance which can continue to be fulfilled into the future, in doing so she is undoing framings of scarcity and loss associated with the apocalyptic imaginaries of the future. With and through her daughter she is unlearning the materialistic abundance of consumption. Together, Susan and her daughter are co-constituting what abundance might mean now and in the future.
Kathryn on the other hand struggles to imagine her children living past middle age because of famine, societal breakdown and the outbreak of war, which  are predicted to intensify and spread if global temperatures continue to increase (IPCC, 2018).  Discussing her children’s futures with them is fraught with fear and hopelessness;
‘you know we talk about what they want to do when they grow up – I don't think that matters – [breaks off in tears]’ (Kathryn)
Kathryn makes a conscious effort to protect her children from ‘how I really feel’ about climate and ecological breakdown; she discusses the emotional burden of hiding her hopelessness from her children whilst also taking part in climate activism with Extinction Rebellion and Just Stop Oil.
We'll go down fighting I think is what I want them to know. But we are going down. It’s just we’ll be fighting (Kathryn)
As Lisa Howard’s research with parent eco-activists demonstrates, an important motivation for parent’s taking part in climate action is ‘feeling profoundly accountable to their children’ (Howard 2023, p.120). They feel that their duty to do what they can to change the current and predicted trajectory of global heating is directly linked to their parental responsibilities (Cripps, 2017). At the same time, involving her children in climate activism is how she protects her children from the hopelessness that she feels without shielding them completely from the material realities of climate and ecological change. This is an approach to parenting that she draws from psychologist Caroline Hickman, who researches climate anxiety amongst children and young people (Hickman et al., 2021). She suggests  that cultivating resilience to eco-anxiety involves both listening to young people and taking their concerns seriously as well as cultivating a sense of agency to avoid feelings of powerlessness and hopelessness (Hickman, 2019). Thus whilst Kathryn feels hopeless about the future, she wants to shield her children from this feeling and climate activism offers a way in which she can protect her children by cultivating a sense that they are not alone and that they have agency to act as part of a collective for change (Hickman, 2019). In both examples, anticipated futures are having a significant impact on the relations parents have with their children, and the ways in which they raise them. In Kathryn’s case, fears for her children’s future were causing her distress, and although she felt duty-bound to engage in activism for the sake of her children, ultimately, she couldn’t imagine a future for them. This is an important area for future research, where eco-anxiety and existential fear add to the overwhelm felt by mothers in raising their children. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581839]6.4.3 Agency and activism
Other parents also echoed this desire for their children to feel that they have a role to play in bringing about change. Through involving their children in environmental activism, children and their parents develop their political and moral agency in relation to an activist subjectivity. A defining characteristic of new climate activism is the rejection of the figure of the responsible individual. Whilst activists often continue to make changes in their everyday lives, responsibility is directed back onto the state, calling on the government to reshape transport, energy, military, industrial and food systems to mitigate climate change (Stuart, 2022). More recently, the notion of institutional accountability has expanded beyond the state to ‘all institutions’ responsible for communicating the risks and injustices of ecological crisis as well as making ‘every part of society’ responsible for taking action to reduce greenhouse gases (Extinction Rebellion, 2023). 
Many of the activists I spoke to were critical of the rhetoric of individual responsibility, nevertheless, they still made personal sacrifices or compromises in their family lives to reduce their resource use and personal greenhouse gas emissions.
from that moment, I was like - we can't fly to go on holiday anymore. You know, we can't, we can't emit this carbon, and I just think that my kids are gonna have a very different [life] I mean, they can still have very good life. [Carol]
Parent activists constructed their personal responsibilities as a bricolage of ideas and low consumption practices. Decisions not to fly and to reduce car use or not have a car altogether came up repeatedly, where flying was associated with ideas of a typical family holiday. The decision to not fly was a conscious, and perhaps difficult, choice which rubbed up against the cultural expectations of friends and family. Being part of a social network of activists who had made similar decisions made it easier to maintain this choice 
Sometimes [we] meet up for drinks on a Sunday as well where it's very, very little talk about climate change but there's also no talk about people's holidays to Marbella, because they're not doing that. You know, so it's more restful because we don’t have to constantly… feel at odds with the way the world is. [Laughs] (Susan)
However, these individual choices were considered secondary to going on marches, educating others about ecological crisis and climate action and doing what they could within their power to try to contribute to policy, system and cultural change
I hope, if you said to my daughter, what's the best thing we're doing for the planet she'd say about going on marches and stuff, but they’re obviously also aware of all the other nonsense that we’re doing, you know zero waste and going to the refill shop (Anne)
The figure of the responsible individual endures here; however, responsibility is rerouted towards participation in a social movement. Whilst the strategic narratives of XR aim to shape a particular activist subject, that is, one who feels compelled to take part in non-violent disobedience with the aim of causing disruption, only three of my interviewees, Mark, Carol and Kathryn, had taken part in this type of action. Three interviewees expressed that they would like to be able to take part in arrestable action but that they felt unable to at this time, partly because of their caring responsibilities.
[XR meetings] were all about getting arrested and stuff and doing actions and it was a bit tricky. Having kids, you know, I went to some banner drops and things, but nothing spicy… And then. I found mother's climate action network, which is an organization that supports mums to take action locally in their local communities. So, I started with them [Judy]
Activist subjectivities emerge interrelationally, where children play a constitutive role in the motivation to act as well as the practical limits on what types of activism a parent chooses to engage in. For the parents I interviewed, their climate activism took a range of forms. Within social movements, interviewees had taken on a range of roles, including organising local events, providing back-office support for arrestees and acting as a spokesperson at arrestable actions. Alongside this they engaged in the climate conscious modes of parenting mentioned above. Other forms of activism that fitted around their family lives included going in to their children’s schools to discuss climate activism, organising local litter picks and seeking to educate and influence others around them, through example as well as inviting them to protest events. 
Attending The Big One was not a one-off for the parents I spoke to, rather it was an example of the ways in which climate activism was co-constitutive of their family lives and relations. Climate politics are woven through their lives and the lives of their children, not only through lifestyle choice but through an enduring commitment to political activism.
It’s, it's like a vocation, you know, it's like a…Life commitment. (Judy)
Mark told me that going to protests was ‘very normal in the way that we go to swimming lessons now and again’. He described how his eldest son, aged 4, would independently make little signs with the XR logo and use them in imaginative play. Anne and Judy described a commitment to climate activism being in the background of their everyday lives, whilst Kathryn described close family friends taking part in recent high profile JSO actions 
Yeah, I didn't know they were doing that. Obviously, they can't talk about it. I saw him on Thursday and then suddenly he's there on the news on Saturday. Yeah, it's, a really strange world to be a part of (Kathryn)
For her children, seeing adult friends feature on the national news was a source of pride and excitement; those taking part in arrestable actions were considered heroic. However, Kathryn tempered this comment with an acknowledgement of the detrimental impact the action had had on her friend’s livelihood 
 [he’s] probably gonna lose his job. He's been banned from within the M25. He's being investigated on numerous accounts. He's been charged. And that's his life now (Kathryn)
These experiences of being part of a climate movements – the joy and the disappointment, the communality and the feeling of being ‘at odds’ with the world, the pride and the sacrifice – are affectively charged encounters with the shifting politics of climate change. Through an ongoing activist subjectivity, children and their parents gain insights into the challenges and complexities of processes of social change, where there is no quick fix or easy solution.
The first time I took [my daughter] on a march, bless her, we got home…and then I went back a few weeks later to do something else. And she was like, ‘Oh, why are you going back? Didn't it work? Didn't our March work ‘and it's like – hmmm, it’s not that simple. I think now she's done a few she kind of realizes that. Yeah. It's just what we do now. (Anne)
Here the desire for change rubs up against the  ‘slow paradox of climate politics’ (Owens, 2010), and complicates more simplistic narratives often offered to young children who are increasingly positioned as agents of change (Lee, 2013; Andersen, 2018). Where climate activism forms the backdrop of everyday family life, children’s moral and political agency emerges in relation to an activist subjectivity, however this is not a unidirectional process. Through their experiences of protest-events, witnessing their parents ongoing commitment to activism and gaining an understanding of both positive and negative aspects of this mode of response, children are given an opportunity to evaluate different forms of activism as a lever of social change for themselves.
Across these three different practices of parenting for climate futures, parent-activists’ relationships with their children emerge in relation to anticipated futures, where parenting is enrolled in bringing about or responding to anticipated futures. Prefigurative politics is often used to describe grassroots led experiments with social organisation and spatial practices which resist neoliberal logic, seeking to bring about alternative futures through practices at the local scale (Chatterton and Pickerill, 2010). In my examples, parents engage in prefigurative practices both in relation to desired futures - seeking to recast relations with non-human others to bring about response-able and reciprocal socio-ecological arrangements – as well as anticipated futures – seeking to prepare children for a future where lifestyles in will be less resource intensive. Unlike other examples of community-led prefigurative politics, parenting for climate futures is a practice of prefigurative politics situated in everyday family worlds and relations - at the microscale. How these subtle shifts endure or subside as children and parents grow together in unfolding Anthropocene times is an important area for future research into environmental politics, as intimate family relations co-constitute everyday lives for many parents/carers and their children. Although not the only site of political and moral formation, family relations remain a touchstone for many peoples’ emerging subjecthood, where personal views often form alongside, or in opposition to, the perspectives and practises that shaped their upbringing.  
[bookmark: _Toc213581840]6.5 Enduring encounters and emotional limits
Over the last 5 years, Extinction Rebellion have developed a range of learning resources, training materials and talks for activists and those who want to join the movement. This includes Rebellion Academy, ‘an online learning platform where you can work through online trainings in your own time to learn more about Extinction Rebellion or prepare you for different roles’(Extinction Rebellion, 2023a). These include the basics of how XR frames climate and ecological crisis and the need to ‘act now’; an overview of the theory of change that the activity of XR is predicated on; trainings which cover specific tactics such as swarming and rebel singing; and information about legal rights upon arrest. These form a set of knowledges which inform the practices and culture of the movement, and like the Extinction Script, are devices for shaping particular climate (activist) subjects. Although tightly scripted, the training and recruitment materials for Extinction Rebellion opens a space of pedagogy and learning in which neoliberal environmentalism is challenged. As described throughout this chapter, protest events such as the big one offer a physical space-time for these ideas to circulate, be negotiated, to shift and change, charged with affective and emotional potential. 
What emerges amongst the individual activists I spoke to is a bricolage of ideas, storylines and practices which act to shape what some of the activists I spoke to call their ‘climate journey’ – that is, an ongoing process of becoming (activist) in relation to ongoing sense-making of climate and environmental crisis. For some, this journey began prior to joining XR, to their childhood, their professional experience or personal choices they had made in relation to sustainability, e.g. becoming vegan. Others saw this ‘journey’ as starting when they joined XR, exemplifying the ‘newcomers’ that XR has been so effective at mobilising.  This was both a journey of learning about social change through participating in environmental activism and a journey of developing a personal and deeply emotional understanding of climate change which was not static, but which was dynamic and could easily become overwhelming. 
that’s the bit I’m struggling with I think cause the more you look, the more you find -It can be overwhelming, isn't it? (Anne)
Susan described ‘working on various climate-y things’ for much of her adult life, from volunteering with transition towns to working with the soil association, whilst Carol said she had been ‘doing lower-level climate activism’ including signing petitions, volunteering for Greenpeace and supporting other campaigns since she was a child. Her professional work also meant she was involved in responding directly to the socio-economic and health impacts of climate change in a village in East Africa. However, their involvement in non-violent direct action and public protest had only begun with the emergence of Extinction Rebellion and later Just Stop Oil. For Kathryn who was a founding member of Just Stop Oil and had been involved in their initial blockade of an oil refinery, it was a ‘real eye opener’ to realise how long it might take to impact change;
When we first did our action, back in 1st April last year, it was so exciting. We're gonna do this and the government must stop and then …Roger Hallam said it’s gonna be you know, we're talking years and years and years of nonstop action. It's not gonna be over straight away and it was it was a real eye opener for me to see it’s still grinding on and things. Getting your head around that disappointment has been a big deal actually. (Kathryn)
Similarly, others described a sense of anti-climax and disappointment following The Big One, particularly Judy and Anne who had put a lot of time and energy into organising elements of the Families Hub;
the build up to the Big One…I was feeling quite good, and you know, just focusing on that. And then I think, post that it's been a bit like oh, now, what? Yeah, obviously, I didn't expect things to change like overnight, after that, but takes a lot of energy and lot of effort to do these things [Her voice falters] (Anne)
 These new experiences of contemporary climate activism were underpinned by learning about theories of social change. Susan was doing a social movement ecology course at the time of interview; Judy was learning techniques from participating in Extinction Rebellion about non-hierarchical communication and the value of regenerative culture[footnoteRef:56] and Carol and Anne both mentioned Rebecca Solnit’s ‘Hope in the Dark’ (Solnit, 2016). They shared resources with me that they used to bolster their activism, describing a process of personal growth and learning, as well as a desire to educate others.  [56:  Regenerative culture is a core concept within XR, which draws on Joanna Macy’s work on active hope and sustainable activism through practicing an ethic of care within the movement (Macy, 2022). It has been described as ‘an evolving concept that challenges the fundamentally uncaring and destructive relations of modern western society’ (Westwell and Bunting, 2020, p. 546)] 

‘Hope in the Dark’ was a revelation - I bought 10 copies and gave it to friends. I had a real realization that, for me, grassroots movements, civil disobedience is how we bring about change [Carol]
what I did is, I've emailed the school to say these are really interesting topics if any of the kids would like to learn about them or if any of the teachers want me to come into their class - I’ll come and teach them about any of these things (Judy)
The Big One was only one experience in their ongoing journey of becoming in relation to what they know and understand about climate change. Both Anne and Judy said they hadn’t done any ‘spicy’ actions yet, that is, non-violent direct actions which risk arrest, but that they might in future. Equally, all of the interviewees acknowledged that as their children got older, the way they discussed climate change with them would have to change, both in relation to their cognitive and emotional development but also in response to the changing climate and it unknowable impacts. 
As I have described throughout this chapter, parental identity, practices and relations emerge and develop within an ongoing climate journey, where children play a constitutive role not only through relations of care but through their active participation in protest spaces. Through the interactions above, children and parents are learning together; in many of the interactions described above, there is a humility and an openness to learning to be otherwise. Whilst amplified versions of the Extinction Script circulate in the Protest space, what happens ‘in between’ the responsibilising discourse of XR and encounters in the protest space is where affective and interrelations attachments form. Parent and child interactions detailed throughout this chapters are characterised by an ‘ethic of ongoingness’ (Malone and Crinall, 2023), marked by the ‘not yet known’ – an appreciation of the unknowable quality climate futures. Through helping their children make sense of complex moral and political dilemmas of Anthropocene, the parents I interviews remain reflexive and open to other ways of coming to know be and act in the world, extending the possibilities for response extend beyond the Extinction Script.  [bookmark: _Toc212374687]Figure 38 Children playing under a large silk flag at The Big One, 2022. Photo: Author's Own

[bookmark: _Toc213581841]6.6 Conclusions
This chapter has explored how climate protest spaces become dynamic sites of intergenerational learning, affective encounter and political subjectivity for children and their parents. Far from passive participants, children actively engage in and shape the moral, affective and political textures of these events, raising challenging and generative questions that unsettle simplistic accounts of accountability and right action. Encounters at The Big One endure beyond the protest space, where a commitment to activism co-constitutes family relations, parenting practices, and climate imaginaries. Parent activists and their children engage through and with each other in open-ended climate journeys marked by reflexivity, creativity, and care. The Protest space is understood here not only an expression of dissent but a formative experience that endures and extends into everyday life—reshaping ethical obligations, practices of care for more-than-human others and offering a nuanced insight into processes of social and political change.
Although the tactics of XR have polarised opinion on what constitutes acceptable or appropriate protest, taking political action for environmental causes forms an increasingly mainstream mode of agency for responding to ecological crisis. All three sites explored in this research featured environmental activism, where individuals were encouraged to respond to various examples of ecological crisis through joining social movements or taking political action. Local Extinction Rebellion chapters have participated in the Festival of Thrift in recent years, holding stalls to talk to attendees, block printing workshops and performing Samba music. Meanwhile, Our Broken Planet featured environmental activists in the short video interviews screened in the exhibition, encouraged its audiences to ‘speak up’ and ‘act now’. Avenues for actions included seeking change through formal politics, for example writing to one’s MP, or through consumer choice. The agency of individual museum scientists was also foregrounded in the exhibition, where research was framed as contributing to positive socio-ecological change. Agency in relation to ecological crisis is increasingly expressed as a desire to bring about change through diverse forms of activism and different expressions of activist subjectivity. The strategic narratives employed by the Co-Founders of XR function as a technology of responsibilisation, the urgent duty to take part in civil disobedience is affectively charged through the Figure of the Child, which draws intimate caring relations into the geopolitical of climate crisis. Nevertheless, as I have argued above, other forms of ethical obligation and notions of agency surface and circulate within the Protest site beyond, where children are supported to make sense of socio-ecological change in their own terms. 
This chapter offers accounts of emerging climate subjectivity and environmental subjecthood, where knowledge, emotion, and agency circulate intergenerationally and interrelationally. As parents and children navigate uncertain futures, their collaborative meaning-making and political participation mark a shift toward more situated, relational, and hopeful forms of climate response—where becoming activist involves a shared, ongoing process of learning to be otherwise. The desire to raise children who are ecologically aware, politically engaged, and morally grounded in a time of unfolding crisis can be emotionally challenging, involving sacrifice and resisting or recasting anticipated norms around consumption and holidaying. Being part of a social movement and a community of like-minded parents can be vital for sustaining an ongoing commitment to climate conscious parenting – what Judy called ‘a vocation’.  Parenting here is marked by humility, improvisation in grappling with the morally and politically complex questions children ask, and the continuous negotiation of how to live ethically in a world that is itself in flux. Through affective attachments—to each other, to imagined futures, to the possibility of change—they learn not only to act, but to feel otherwise. In these moments of protest and parenting, making sense of ecological crisis is woven into everyday family lives—felt in bodies, relationships, and the spaces in between.




[bookmark: _Toc213581842]Chapter 7 Conclusion
In chapter one, I posed the following research questions 
1. (How) do parents and their children encounter, imagine and make sense of ecological crisis on a planetary scale? 
2. Where do families encounter attempts to shape environmental subjectivity and how do they respond to this? What do intergenerational, child-parent encounters offer to debates about human agency in Anthropocene times?
Drawing on multi-sited ethnography and autoethnography, I have answered these questions by attending to affects, encounters and interactions which emerge across ‘family-friendly’ events which foreground environmentalism. Drawing on empirical accounts, I focus on how children, childlike sensibilities and child figures co-constitute agency in Anthropocene times.  There are two key arguments that I develop throughout this thesis. The first is that family relations, particularly those of young children and their parents, co-constitute environmental subjecthood, where children play an active role in catalysing modes of agency which exceed or unsettle individual responsibility. The second is that heterotopic spaces which foreground encounters with ecological crisis are vital for enlivening environmental politics, as physical spaces which generate ambivalent affects, broaden imaginaries and enable deliberation on the ethico-political dilemmas of Anthropocene. This chapter concludes the thesis by summarising the main arguments, draws attention to their significance for geographical scholarship and suggests potential avenues for future research. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581843]7.1 Situating the research
The starting point for this thesis was a critique of neoliberal environmentalism which characterises environmental governance and mainstream environmental discourse in the UK (Section 2.1.2). II focus on the persistence of the figure of the responsible individual and modes of environmental agency which cohere around lifestyle and consumption changes at the household level. Although reducing excessive consumption of resources is vital to mitigating ecological crises, the end of pipeline approach mobilised through the responsibilisation of individual consumer-citizens is over played. Where a focus on the individual action fails to engage with systemic causes of overproduction and excessive consumption, it cannot meaningfully resolve the causes of climate and environmental crisis.  Both the model of behaviour change and the logic of neoliberal environmentalism underlying individual responsibility are significantly flawed. At the same time, the normative framework of pro-environmental behaviours narrows the political imaginary around what ethical human-nature relations could look like, where ethical action is based on a binary relation of humans to nature (Section 2.1.1 & 2.2.3). Throughout the thesis, I look at where, how and with what affects the figure of the responsible individual circulates across sites of environmental pedagogy. These sites are political because they are enrolled in attempts to bring about different socio-natural relations and are also actors in the political struggle for how the environment is known and acted upon (Section 2.1.2). I consider how notions of responsibility are articulated discursively, circulate affectively and are relationally constituted across each site, playing particular attention to where ethico-political moments exceed, trouble or unsettle individual responsibility.  I argue that through these fleeting interactions, encounters and affects, other modes of agency emerge, circulate and swell, orienting environmental politics towards more capacious modes of response-ability (Section 2.1.4).
Empirically, the thesis is situated within the UK, where responsible environmental behaviour is often articulated as a matter of intergenerational justice, through the notion of sustainability (Section 1.5). At the same time, contemporary expressions of environmentalism increasingly position children and young people as both agents of change and inheritors of an irreversibly damaged planet. There is little research which considers how these intergenerational politics affects family relations, particularly those of young children and their parents (Section 1.4). A small but growing body of research in Children’s Geographies explores the politics of children and youth climate activism; however a focus on the child as political subject can obscure how agency emerges relationally, neglecting the ways in which children and adults are making sense of unfolding crises in relation to one another (2.1.1) Equally, research on young people as environmental agents tends to work within a framework of neoliberal environmentalism, where children’s agency is directed towards responsible individual action (Section 2.3). I draw on Common Worlds approaches which offer an open-ended, post-human approach to understanding how agency emerges from encounters with the messy and complex socio-natural entanglements of Anthropocene. (Section 2.5) Whilst primarily based in early years education settings, I build on and develop Comon Worlds scholarship in family settings, to consider how children and their parents are making sense of unfolding ecological crises together, as relational becomings. This is a novel contribution to Family Geographies, building on work at the intersection between Children’s Geographies, Childhood studies and Education Studies which seeks to critically reflect on children’s agency in Anthropocene times (Kraftl, Taylor & Katchabaw, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc213581844]7.2 Key Arguments
In this section I summarise four key arguments put forward in this thesis. First, I have argued that family, as one form of intergenerational relations, is a site of ethico-political becoming. Family relations, interactions and encounters are understood as co-constitutive of dynamic and ongoing environmental politics. Second, children, child-like sensibilities and child figures actively participate in the co-constitution of environmental subjectivity, unsettling dominant adult-centric and neoliberal constructions of environmental agency. Third, I highlight diverse, coexisting and sometimes contradictory affects that circulate in family sites of environmental pedagogy, where children’s bodies actively participate in the emergence and circulation of affective intensities. Building on recent work which highlights the political potential of ambivalent affects, I argue that ambiguous, messy, and emotionally layered experiences can catalyse critical reflection, affective transformation, and alternative modes of action. My final argument centres on the importance of space and spatiality for how environmental subjectivity, ethics, and agency are imagined and enacted. I argue that heterotopic spaces of environmentalism force an encounter with ecological crisis which is outside the routines and rhythms of everyday, opening up an important space to ‘float and think big’ (Berlant). With the increasing intensification of family life (Section 1.4.3), these spaces are more important than ever for attending to the ways in which children are making sense of ecological crisis, for broadening the political imaginary and for bringing the complex ethico-political dilemmas of Anthropocene to the fore (Section 2.1.1 & 3.2.4). 
[bookmark: _Toc213581845]7.2.1 Intergenerational relations as ethico-political sites of becoming 
This thesis situates parent-child relationships as key sites where environmental subjectivity and political agency are co-produced, negotiated, and re-imagined. Rather than evaluating family practices within a framework of neoliberal environmentalism (Shirani et al., 2013; Atkinson, 2014; Walker, 2017b; Spiteri, 2023; van Holstein and Walker, 2023), I demonstrate how familial relations are central to how people feel, think, and act in response to ecological crisis in ways which unsettle neoliberal logics. Across three empirical sites, I demonstrate how children and child-like sensibilities provide openings for recasting the ethical and political basis of environmental concern. In my methodological chapter, I argue that in order to recognise children’s political agency, we need to tune in and attend to their modes of sense-making, which can be playful, nonsensical, bombastic and embodied (Hackett, 2016; Kallio, 2017, 2018; Nolas, 2021). Following educator Kirsi Kallio’s work on political recognition, I suggest that adults – parents, researcher, teachers and others – have a responsibility to recognise children’s sense-making practices as political expressions. I develop Kallio’s argument further to demonstrate how children’s spatial process of sense-making produces ambivalent openings for becoming together – that is casting socio-ecological relations anew. Children, childhood and child-like figures actively participate in the co-constitution of environmental politics and subjectivity. It is vital to attend to children becoming in relation to adults becoming for two reasons, the first is that adults play significant and varied roles in the lives of children, particularly the very young children. Family relations - although not the only or most important child-adult relations – are often a touchstone for moral and political formation (Section 1.3.2). However, this is not a one-way process; children and their parents are both continually in a dynamic state of becoming, such that agency emerges interrelationally when parents and their children navigate new, transgressive and unexpected encounters together (Section, 4.2, 4.3, 6.3, 6.4). The second reason for attending to child-adult becoming is that it offers one way to move away from the figure of the individual, towards a recasting of agency which recognises interdependencies, relationality and dynamic processes of becoming. Rather than making children central to the study, I  ‘follow the capillaries away from children’ (Ansell, 2009) looking at how children, child-like sensibilities and child figures actively participate in the recasting of environmental affects, imaginaries and ethico-political questions. 
This approach moves away from critiques of environmental responsibilisation that focus solely on adult behaviour and instead theorises environmental subjecthood as emergent and relational —specifically, as a dynamic, reflexive process of becoming-with others, human and more-than-human. The parent-child relationship is understood here as one site in which the political and ethical demands of Anthropocene are experienced, encountered and recast; subtly shifting normative frameworks of action and response. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581846]7.2.2 Children as disruptive agents: Recasting Agency through embodied and affective encounters
My empirical chapters foreground the role of children’s embodied, sensory, and affective experiences in unsettling dominant adult-centric and neoliberal constructions of environmental agency. Drawing on post-human and affect theories, I look to the in-between of affect and discourse to challenge the figure of the individual adult agent, theorising child figures and child-like sensibilities as enabling new modes of sense-making in response to ecological crisis. Throughout my empirical chapters, children are considered as agents of disruption; unsettling, challenging or questioning the normative ethics of neoliberal environmentalism through encounters in each space. 
Across all three sites, children and adults are positioned as learners, generating more horizontal relations between parents and their children and supporting opportunities to reflect on, recast or unsettle the status quo together. This is what I refer to as ‘unlearning’, where received knowledge is unsettled. In the museum, unexpected encounters the monstrous assemblages of Anthropocene open up complex questions about the ethical treatment of non-human others, generate unnerving affects which can surface beyond the museum, haunting other socioecological encounters. As I demonstrate, it is challenging for adults to respond to these questions beyond the normative scripts of individual responsibility and lifestyle change (4.2, 4.4); however, children’s probing questions, enthusiasm and embodied meaning-making in the museum shows how children’s knowingness can unsettle or exceed these overly simplistic modes of response. Equally in the Festival site, children’s knowingness and capacity to be affected by socio-ecological dilemmas can exceed that of their parents, as I demonstrate in the example of the JoliVyann performance (Section 5.2). In the festival site, adults are given permission to engage in children sensibilities, through play, creative making and silliness. This offers different grounds for the intergenerational politics of ecological crisis to play out on; where an atmosphere of ambivalent affects enables subtle shifts in subjectivity, imaginaries and attachments. Meanwhile, for parent activists, both the abstract figure of the child and the children they love and care for is central to the development of an activist subjecthood (Section 6.2); articulated as an open-ended journey of learning and becoming-with their children in order to bring about more just worlds (Section 6.4).  
[bookmark: _Toc213581847]7.2.3 Ambivalence as a catalyst for more capacious modes of response
Recent geographical work has drawn attention to the ways in which everyday feelings of  ambivalence are entangled in broader political formations (A. Closs Stephens, 2022). Ambivalence is recognised here not as inert or passive but as an active form of affective engagement which generates political and spatial relations (Wilson and Anderson, 2020). The turn to ambivalence responds in part to a tendency to prioritise intense or passionate emotions such as hope or fear in affect theory.  Rather it enables greater attention to minor or muted affects in geographical research, such as disaffection, detachment and boredom (Anderson, 2023). At the same time, taking a more ambivalent stance avoids conflating positive affect with affirmationism and negativity with refusal or resistance – instead drawing attention to coexisting, contradictory and plural feelings (Ruez and Cockayne, 2021). Rather than focusing on detachment or disaffection (although these affects do circulate across the sites; see Sections 4.3.1 & 5.3.2) I consider ambivalent atmospheres as the circulation of plural feelings which rub up against each other in ways which can feel unsettling or lead toa sense of feeling out of place. Drawing on Nicole Seymour’s concept Bad Environmentalism (2018), I argue that ambivalent feelings can generate openings and an openness to thinking-knowing-doing otherwise. In the sites of the Protest and the Festival where experimental modes of communality surface, ambivalent atmospheres can allow imperfect, honest and vulnerable modes of subjectivity to form, even if only fleetingly. Equally, an ambivalence to the ‘doom and gloom’ of XR means that parent activists seek to actively curate their own modes of response with like-minded parents, as part of a reflexive and open-ended ‘journey’ (Section 6.5 & 6.2.1). In contrast to the moralising of responsibilisation and the purity politics which often accompanies environmentalism, I show how ambiguous, messy, and emotionally layered encounters can catalyse critical reflection, affective transformation, and alternative modes of action.
Ambivalence can also work to disrupt the binary between action and inaction, instead looking at where, how and under what conditions the capacity to act emerges. Within ambiguous encounters—where joy, grief, anger, and wonder coexist—there lies potential for transformative shifts in subjectivity, even if not immediately legible. Such ambivalence becomes a fertile ground for cultivating the affective and imaginative capacities needed for more capacious, relational, and long-term responses to crisis. Here contradictory feelings are not considered a barrier to be overcome, but as a necessary condition for a post-human ethics of response-ability, where living ethically with and through contradiction is itself an act of care and resistance in uncertain times.
7.2.4 [bookmark: _Toc213581848]Heterotopic spaces for enlivening environmental politics
A final key argument centres on the importance of space and spatiality in shaping how environmental subjectivity, ethics, and agency are imagined and enacted. Building on established geographical literature on heterotopic spaces ((Harvey, 2000; Saldanha, 2008; Gandy, 2012b; Johnson, 2013)) I conceptualise The Festival of Thrift, Our Broken Planet, and The Big One as heterotopic spaces—interruptions in the temporal and affective rhythms of everyday life where dominant narratives about environmental responsibility are both reproduced and contested. I extend these debates to consider how and where environmental subjecthood emerges, arguing that heterotopic spaces are vital for surfacing other modes of knowing-doing-being in the world, for imagining other socio-economic modes, for recasting the ethical dilemmas of human-nature entanglements and for generating conviviality as a necessary condition for socio-ecological flourishing. These spaces are not external to outside the neoliberal everyday, indeed they are structured by and in response to neoliberal modes of organisation. However, they offer families a break from the everyday rhythms of school, work and home life, offering space and time to for reflection, reorientation, and experimentation. In the heterotopic sites of the museum, the festival and the protest, ambivalent, playful, and affectively charged encounters enable adults to momentarily suspend, resist or reject the moralising pressures of individualised environmentalism. For instance, at the Festival of Thrift, the concept of “thrift” is both reasserted and reimagined—from frugality and restraint to one of creativity, conviviality, and collective flourishing.  
Cultural theorist Lauren Berlant argues that in the context of neoliberal life, ‘the struggles of getting through the day (for humans), the quarter (for capital) or the fiscal year (for states) takes up so much energy and creativity that it’s hard to find a reservoir to float and think big’ (Berlant and Greenwald, 2012). Amidst the intensification of family life, imagination and the political imaginary play a vital role, in generating and sustaining a commitment to worlds to come, where there are limits on what is practically achievable.  Berlant’s musings here in conversation with Jordan Greenwald, resonates with the idea that we are suffering a collective ‘crisis of imagination’ in facing the socio-materialities of climate change and the politics of response (Ghosh, 2017; Wainwright, 2020). Both Ghosh and Wainwright argue for aesthetic, artistic and literary forms which broaden the political imaginary and ‘enable people to glance obliquely into the abyss with the aim of a poetical and political encounter that leads to deeper commitment to change. Where else would a new conception of our world come from?’ Wainwright (2020). Berlant meanwhiles points towards the need for comic modes, irreverence and the absurd which can create openings for ‘new social imaginaries and new infrastructural trajectories’(Berlant and Greenwald, 2012). Here affect plays a role in generating new collectives, modes of reciprocity and relationality; however, affects require space to circulate, and different types of spaces are more or less conducive to the types of encounters which create such openings. As I have illustrated, the three sites in my study open up spaces for thinking the world otherwise.  Whilst none of the above would claim that imagination is the only thing that is needed to slow or reverse the ecological trajectories we are currently following, being able to imagine other possible worlds beyond the neoliberal status quo is vital for forming affective attachments to desired outcomes and allow new modes of relating to emerge. In a world which is so focused on economic growth and the financial ‘bottom line’, it is vital to seek out, maintain and expand those sites which broaden imaginaries, enable creative thought and generate affective attachments to a wider range of possible socio-natural outcomes.  
[bookmark: _Toc213581849]7.3 Contributions
This thesis enters into dialogue with several strands of recent geographical scholarship, as well as more longstanding debates about responsibility and environmental governance. It builds on and extends work on children’s political subjecthood across Children’s Geographies and Children’ Studies, and bridges Common Worlds scholarship with family geographies. It also draws on affect theory and extends Angharad Closs-Stephens recent work on political affects beyond nationalism to neoliberal environmentalism.  In this section, I summarise a three theoretical contribution and a methodological contribution to geographical scholarship. Given the diversity of the sites chosen, the thesis builds on a breadth of literature within geography and beyond, as such my empirical chapters also contribute valuable case studies to Social Movement Studies and Museum Studies, building on literature in each discipline respectively.  
[bookmark: _Toc213581850]7.3.1 The family as a site of environmental politics
This thesis advances geographical work on intergenerational relations by calling for a renewed focus on family relations and spaces as vital sites of ethical and political becoming which are increasingly drawn into climate and environmental politics. In recent years, geographers have turned away from family as a unit of analysis due to critiques of the concept of family (section 1.4.2). Nevertheless, I argue that it is an often-overlooked site of environment politics, where ecological crisis on the national, international and global scale touch down in everyday life. Bridging posthuman and feminist theory, I argue that children’s embodied sense-making and child–adult interactions in spaces of environmental pedagogy can unsettle dominant human–nature binaries and neoliberal framings of environmental subjectivity and catalyse openings for other modes of being, knowing and doing. Building on feminist geographies of care, relational ethics, and intergenerationality (Ansell et al., 2012; Kallio, 2016; Holloway et al., 2010) as well as Common Worlds and multispecies scholarship (Pacini-Ketchabaw et al., 2016; Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2015), I show how child-adult interactions and family encounters across spaces of environmental pedagogy generate affective and ethical tensions that open new possibilities for environmental politics.
The thesis extends Common Worlds theory by relocating its post‑human, relational ethos beyond early‑years educational settings and into intergenerational family encounters within informal, public and explicitly political spaces. In doing so, it demonstrates the wider relevance and political value of Common Worlds scholarship beyond formal education settings and shows how Anthropocene entanglements are rendered ‘knowable’ across different family settings. Attending to how families negotiate the ethico-political dilemmas foregrounded across the three sites, I demonstrate the role that families play in bringing (new) worlds into being through an account of intergenerational co‑becoming, in which children and adults mutually shape ethical and political orientations toward more‑than‑human worlds. Bringing Common Worlds theory and family geographies together opens up questions about how political questions of agency and responsibility are situated within family relations. This offers a novel framework for understanding environmental politics in Anthropocene times as relational, affective and intergenerational, grounded in everyday family encounters which may orient us towards more capacious modes of collective response‑ability.
[bookmark: _Toc213581851]7.3.2 Critiquing neoliberal environmentalism from the micro-political scale
The thesis deepens geographical critiques of neoliberal responsibilisation and green neoliberalism (Fletcher, 2010; MacGregor, 2021; Rice, 2016; Maniates, 2001) and builds on work which explores how change emerges at the microscale(MacGregor, 2021; A. Closs Stephens, 2022) by examining how family interactions can disrupt the logic of individualised responsibility. It looks to the spaces, encounters and storylines which build on and circulate neoliberal environmentalism through the figure of the responsible individual and a narrowing of agency. However, by looking to the in-between of discourse, affect and encounter, my research shows how moments of ambivalence, questioning, and interrelational (un)learning challenge dominant discourses of the “responsible” environmental subject. Following Closs-Stephens recent work on national affects, I argue that interactions at the microscale matter for shifting, recasting and catalysing other modes of relating to non-human others. The ways in which children and their parents make sense of ecological crises matter to questions of justice, agency and imagined futures. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581852]7.3.3 Affect and ecological agency in Anthropocene times
Finally, the research contributes to geographies of affect (Thrift, 2004; Anderson, 2016; Wilson, 2023) and the emotional geographies of environmental politics (González-Hidalgo and Zografos, 2020; Sultana, 2020) (Head, 2016; Sultana, 2022) by foregrounding the role of intergenerational affective encounters in shaping agency, political identity, and socio-natural imaginaries. It demonstrates how activism, care, and ethical obligation emerge through embodied, relational, and place-specific experiences, suggesting that affect is central to the formation of environmental publics (Closs Stephens, 2022). In particular, I build on recent work which foreground ambivalence as a political affect (Wilson and Anderson, 2020; Ruez and Cockayne, 2021) and draw on the notion of Bad Environmentalism (Seymour, 2018) to highlight how contemporary environmental politics emerge from overlapping, multiple and contradictory feelings which can coexist alongside each other.
Acknowledging the ambivalent, ambiguous and disorienting feelings that emerge and circulate when confronting ecological crisis is vital to a more honest, open dialogue around agency in Anthropocene times, which acknowledges moments of personal and collective failure, whilst seeking responsive modes which may be imperfect but nonetheless orient us towards multispecies flourishing. The thesis demonstrates the complex emotional and ethical terrain that parents are navigating in trying to respond honestly to the way children encounter and engage with the ethical dilemmas of Anthropocene, drawing attention to the deeply personal, intimate and emotional affects the contemporary ecological crises generate. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581853]7.3.4 Heterotopia as methodology
Although the concept of heterotopia only featured marginally in Foucault’s oeuvre, it has struck a chord across a range of disciplines and subjects. This has led to sustained critique of the concept and its mobilisation, particularly where heterotopia is employed to make universalising or apparently overstated claims about the relations between space, power, and social change (Philo, 1992; Harvey, 2000; Saldanha, 2008). The emancipatory or transformational potential ascribed to heterotopias are considered to contain the same unrealisable desire of naïve utopianism, a desire which clouds analytical descriptions and leads instead to value judgments being made about spaces (Harvey, 2000). Harvey argues that through identifying spaces in which alterity and difference might flourish, Foucault seeks to unsettle or challenge discursive norms ‘but provides no clue as to how any kind of alternative might be constructed’ (Harvey, 2000, p. 185).
By contrast thinking through heterotopia presupposes a different theory of change which reads for diversity and disorder (Gibson-Graham, 2008), highlights that which unsettles and challenges(Gandy, 2012b; A. E. Closs Stephens, 2022), and centres the tremors and cracks in neoliberal logics (Holloway, 2010) as sites of political potential (MacGregor, 2021). In this thesis I extend Geographer Peter Johnsons notion of heterotopia, who argues that critics such as Harvey ‘take Foucault’s provisional ideas on heterotopia too seriously, and believed Foucault is putting forward some radically different other space’ (2012, p.795), when in fact it is more a tool of spatial analysis which reads for discontinuities, changeability and the capacity to productively unsettle. Taking heterotopias as an empirical and conceptual starting point, Matthew Gandy suggests that queer theory overlaps with heterotopic conceptions of space, where analysis attends to spatial disordering, difference and marginality (Steyaert, 2010; Gandy, 2012a). Whilst recognising how spaces are enrolled in the continual (re)production of the inherently unstable social order, heterotopia as method highlights how social orderings are queered by/within particular spatio-temporal assemblages. Through my research, I mobilise the concept of Heterotopia as methodology together with diffractive analysis to draw attention to the ways in which spatial relations, encounters and affects unsettle the foundations of neoliberal environmentalism at the microscale. In addition, I argue that heterotopia as methodology involves not only attending to spaces which enable creative unsettling, critical reflection or playful re-imagining, but actively curating them within our research practices, as vital spaces for recasting agency in Anthropocene times.
[bookmark: _Toc213581854]7.3.5 Empirical contributions
This research has contributed to Social Movement Studies and Museum studies by offering a richly detailed and critical account of the ways in which a family friendly protest and a museum exhibit respectively offer spaces for children and their parents to become sensitive to the politico-ethical challenges of Anthropocene times, as a process of becoming together. Recent research in Social Movement studies has drawn attention to the New Climate Activism as an experimental and dynamic form of contemporary politics which challenges traditional social movement theory (de Moor et al., 2021; Gardner, Carvalho and Valenstain, 2022; Stuart, 2022; Thierry, 2023) . Whilst both Social Movement Scholars and Children’s Geographers have demonstrated the vital role of youth activists in the emergence new forms of climate activism (Skovdal and Benwell, 2021; Trott, 2021; Sloan Morgan et al., 2024), there is very little research into family protest spaces and how the presence and participation of younger children, aged under 11, shapes the affective and relational dynamics of a protest. Chapter 6 offers empirical examples which fill this gap, illustrating the political agency of very young children at protest events, whilst also highlighting some of the practical challenges of attending protests with young children. 
On the other hand, the ways in which families use museum spaces has long been on interested to Museum practitioners and scholars. My thesis contributes an empirical example to a growing body of research which argues for the role of Museums as key actors in responding to Climate change and other environmental issues (Cameron and Neilson, 2015; Newell, Robin and Wehner, 2017; Oliveira et al., 2020) where museums are increasingly understood as political and politicised spaces (Das and Lowe, 2018; Gelsthorpe, 2021; Gladstone and Pearl, 2022). I offer an example of how a major UK museum is undergoing a strategic and curatorial shift from an ostensibly apolitical, scientific institution to an explicit agent of socio-political change. However, much existing research in this area remains firmly within a behaviour change approach, using storytelling, immersive e exhibits and creative curatorial practice to motivate pro-environmental behaviour. Rather than evaluating how Our Broken Planet generate positive environmental behaviours, a key focus of work within the Audience Insights team and NHM, I look to how the exhibition creates openings for other modes of response, forms of agency and ethical questioning. I hope that this alternative perspective will be generative for Museum practitioners and scholars, particularly those who were involved in Our Broken Planet and who spoke to me during the course of my research. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581855]7.4 Future research 
This study opens up several promising directions for future research at the intersection of family life, environmentalism and subjecthood, focusing on spaces, relations and encounters which are co-constitutive of ethico-poiltical modes of being in the world.  
[bookmark: _Toc213581856]7.4.1 Curating ambivalent pedagogies
Each site is organised around a discursive framing which mobilises narrative, objects, activities and affects with the aim of shaping a particular subject. In the Museum, this is the figure of the responsible individual, who acts through lifestyle change and advocates for wider changes through formal political routes. In the Festival, the notion of thrift too emphasizes the need for individuals to reduce their consumption and waste through everyday lifestyle change. Whilst XR reject the neoliberal figure of the responsible individual, the Extinction Script which surfaces throughout the Protest redirects a sense of moral obligation towards a particular type of political activism – that is non-violent direct action and civil disobedience – ‘the duty to rebel’. As I detail in my empirical chapters, these discursive figures are not totalising and can in fact provide a touchstone for spatial interactions and encounters where responsibility is resisted, ignored or recast. Nevertheless, future research could explore how spaces of environmental pedagogy, such as museums, can be organised to enable more ambivalent pedagogical encounters. This means a move away from moralising and didactic spaces of environmentalism, towards spaces which focus on prompting open-ended questions of response-ability and multispecies justice. Further work is needed to curate and nurture heterotopic spaces of environmental pedagogy which are inclusive, accessible and open-ended, enabling reflection, deliberation, and collective imagining to move beyond the limitations of individual agency and orient subjectivity towards more radical socio-economic change. 
[bookmark: _Toc213581857]7.3.2 Longitudinal research into the enduring affects of heterotopic encounters
Whilst this thesis points towards the potential of fleeting encounters, arguing that these can nonetheless be formative for both children and their parents, there is scope for longitudinal research into how moments of potential endure and catalyse environmental politics beyond momentary encounters. Whilst I argue that the environmental affects explored in this thesis extend beyond each site, more research is needed to account for the ways in which different affective modes of environmentalism circulate, swell and subside throughout everyday family life. For example, there is little work in geography or social movements studies which considers how the presence and participation of young children shapes protest events and their affects. A longitudinal focus on the ways in which early experiences of environmental protest and political organisation shape familial norms and interrelation processes of agency would provide valuable insight into how and where environmental politics, publics and modes of resistance emerge from the microscale. At the same time, geographical research could consider how environmentalism surfaces more obliquely in family relations and encounters, building on Common Worlds scholarship, to reveal more subtle or unexpected forms of ecological engagement. As outlined in Chapter 3, capturing such moments is methodologically challenging, but have been picked up on through autoethnography  (Edwards, 2023; Malone and Crinall, 2023) or as part of longer ethnographic engagements (Phoenix et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc213581858]7.3.3 Expanding the Political Scope of the study
One of the limits of the study picked up on in Section 3.6 is a focus on mainstream and more left-wing environmentalism, as well forms of environmental concern or distress such as eco-anxiety, often referred to as ‘white affect’.  Further research should engage more directly with right-wing environmental discourses, including eco-fascism, neo-Malthusianism, and securitisation narratives around climate migration. These ideologies increasingly shape public discourse and policy yet remain understudied within environmental geography and family studies. A crucial question is how familial norms, structures, and narratives are implicated in or co-opted by these reactionary forms of environmentalism. Additionally, more could be done to critically engage the ambivalence within progressive environmental spaces—not only through a reparative reading, as I have done here, but as potential arenas for conflict, dissensus, and the circulation of violent or harmful modes of agency. 
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[bookmark: _Toc213581860]Appendix 1. Interview Schedule XR Parent Climate Activists
Introduction
● Thanks for patience with arranging time 
● Introduce self
I’m interested in how different sites shape our political agency in relation to climate and Environmental change, and how parents and their children engage with these spaces. 
● Talk through key points about the interview:
The Big One, Family, Change and Agency, The future
o Length of interview – 30 mins
o Emphasise that we are interested in the respondent's own views and experiences. Explain that there are no right or wrong answers. “I’m interested in your views and experiences”
● Online consent form and Participant Information Sheet 
● Confidentiality and how findings will be reported:
I will audio record the interview, but the call will also be auto transcribed using Zoom captioning. 
o Data analysis will inform my PhD thesis and may feature in academic publications and presentations
o Your data will be fully anonymised. We will use quotes, but these will be anonymised.
o Data will be stored in accordance with the Data Protection Act and UKRI Open Data policy
o Check that they consent to recording interview [if don’t, go ahead with interview, just take notes]
● Any questions?
TURN ON RECORDER
TURN ON LIVE TRANSCRIPT (View-> Full transcript)
XR The Big One
Tell me a little bit about your experience at the Big One – how did you find about it, who did you attend with – What did you do? What did your son do?
Which days did you attend, did you travel far, who did you go with, were there any moments/memories that really stuck out?
How did being at the Big One make you feel?
(what did you enjoy? Was there anything you found difficult)
Why was it important to take your son with you?
Are you involved with XR/with other activist groups? Do you do to any other protests/events?
What role do you think events like The Big One and other protests play in bringing about change?
Family understandings of CC
I’m really interest in how and where families discuss the impacts of human activity on our environmental and climate, so wonder how this comes up within your family – is it part of day-to-day discussion or does it tend to be prompted by specific activities – e.g. protest, current affairs, something they’ve heard at school?
Obviously, your son is still really little, how do you imagine you will discuss climate & environmental issues with him as he grows up?
How do you talk to your kids about climate change?
How do you imagine that will change as they get older?
Is it something that your children bring up/are worried about?
How do you deal with that as a parent?
Does being a parent change the way you think about these issues?
Responsibility/agency
What do you think needs to change in order to start to address some of the longer-term challenges of climate change?
What do you consider to be your role in bringing about positive change? /Do you think you have a role to play in making positive change happen?
Future
What are your biggest concerns about climate and environmental change?
What are your hopes for the future?
Wrap up
Anything that I haven’t touched on that you think I should know about? Questions I should have asked but didn’t?
If anything else comes to mind feel free to pop it in an email, and I’m happy to chat again
[bookmark: _Toc213581861]Appendix 2. Interview Schedule The Big One child attendees
Introduction
Hi (names?)
How are you, did you have a good day at school?
I’m a researcher at Durham University, do you know where that is? 
I am writing about the ways in which children and their parents talk about climate change and environmental problems. I was at The Big One in London on Friday and Saturday and was so impressed by how many children were there, and I want to hear from you about what you enjoyed, if there was anything you didn’t enjoy and if you learned anything new. 
I’ve got a couple of questions for you and your mum to think about today, there’s no right or wrong answer, if you can't think of an answer or you don’t know that’s fine, you can also ask your mum to help you answers the questions 
● Confidentiality and how findings will be reported:
If it’s OK with you, I will just record our voices while we are speaking to help me remember what you said, and hopefully this will help me write about the ways in which families in the UK are learning about environmental problems. 
● Any questions?
TURN ON RECORDER
XR The Big One
What do you remember most about going to The Big One?
What did you enjoy?
Was there anything that you didn’t like about it?
Did you learn anything new when you were there?
Have you been to other XR events? What are they like?
Do you think protests like The Big One are important? Why?
Do you talk about the environment/climate change at home/at school? 
How does that make you feel?
If you had a magic wand, which problems would you make disappear? Why?
If you had one wish to try to make things better, what would you wish for?
If you could ask the leaders of our country to do one thing to protect the natural world, what would it be?
Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about before we go?
Brilliant, thank you both so much for taking the time to talk to me, it’s really helpful for getting a better understanding of how families in the UK are taking action to help make our planet a safer place to live. 
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}; political agency in the UK

Were you at The Big One, Westminster 21° — 24" April?

Did you attend with one or more children aged 0-11?

Could you take part in a short Zoom interview*?

I’d love to talk to families who attended The Big One, organised
by Extinction Rebellion, in April 2023 to ask you a few questions
about why you attended, which activities you took part in and
what climate action means for you and your family.

To find out more or to take part, email "t
leah.k.edwards@durham.ac.uk

*Interviews will take no longer than 30 minutes and can take
place over Zoom or telephone at a time that suits you.

You can to join the call as a family group or individually.

Interviews will be conducted by Leah Edwards, a researcher at

Durham University and will be audio recorded. All data will be
P anonymised during analysis.
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YOURSELF, AND 10 FRIENDS!

THEN WE ALSO SUGGEST:

-REFILLABLE WATER BOTTLE AND REUSABLE FooD
CONTAINERS + CUTLERY.

-SUNCREAM / HAT / WATERPROOF JACKET: THE
UK WEATHER IS MoRE UNPREDICTABLE THAN EVER, DONT GET
CAUGHT oUT!

-EAR DEFENDERS OR EAR PLUGS: PRoTESTS ARE NolSY
PLACES (AND A GREAT oPPORTUNITY To LET YoUR LITTLE ONES Go
WILD!), BRING EAR PROTECTION IF YoU ARE CONCERNED ABoUT LoUD
DRUMMINGS,
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-EASY TRANSPORTABLE ENTERTAINMENT: Books,
A ToY oR SOME LIGHT ARTS ACTIVITIES. WE WILL PREPARE
AND PROVIDE A RANGE oF KIDS ACTIVITIES, BUT IT IS ALS©
NICE To HAVE THINGS To SHARE WITH EACH oTHER.

-EMERGENCY CONTACT: A PHONE NUMBER ATTACHED
TO YOUR CHILD ON A WRISTBAND OR WRITTEN STRAIGHT
OoNTo THEIR ARM WITH A SHARPIE.

=OPTIONAL: BRING A CREATIVE PLACARD WITH YoUR CLIMATE
MESSAGE, AND AN oLD T-SHIRT oR SWEATSHIRT To CUSTOMISE AT
OUR FUN BLOCK-PRINT STALL.

GRANDPARENTS
AND ELDERS
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