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‘Dear colleagues, I ask you to act like adults’: minority youth
and their political participation
Anna Suni and Reetta Mietola

Department of Cultures, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland

ABSTRACT
This article focuses on conceptions and representations of political
participation. It is based on ethnographic research of a civics course
that a multicultural NGO designed for young people from different
racialized and ethnic minorities in Finland. We ask how political
participation is conceptualized in such efforts to ‘engage’ or
‘empower’ ‘marginalized’ young people, what opportunities for
political participation these practices present and how young
people make use of them. We draw on new citizenship theory,
which focuses on lived and acted citizenships and practices of
mundane political agency. Our analytical focus is on performative
acts and processes, and how these may transform conventions.
Thus, we examine the political inherent in young people’s actions
and tackle the difficulty in recognizing young people’s political
activeness and agency. The young people on the civics course
actively took the space provided for them and performed political
participation. Adults often failed to recognize this, leading us to
question what, in the adults’ eyes, counts as acts and sites of
political participation. We conclude that recognizing young
people as political agents not only requires access and resources,
but also negotiation of what is seen as political participation and
what it can entail.
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Introduction

The past decade has witnessed growing concern about young people’s political partici-
pation. This has prompted various societies and actors to develop a number of measures
to support and enhance youth participation and to ‘empower’ young people (Bastedo
2015; Rytioja and Kallio 2018; Eliasoph 2011; Boldt 2021). This is connected to a bigger
‘participatory turn’ (Meriluoto, Litmanen, and Bäcklund 2019; Polletta, 2016) in democ-
racy, where people are encouraged to participate, to serve their communities and to
become useful and empowered citizens. A growing number of researchers are providing
critical observations concerning these participatory practices that challenge the worry dis-
course concerning ‘(politically) passive youth’ (Kallio 2019; Häkli and Kallio 2018; Farthing
2010; Bessant 2004; Lepola and Kokko 2015; Krivonos 2016; Coe et al. 2016).
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Certainly, some of the interest in enhancing youth participation is due to the adoption
of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989 (Rytioja and Kallio 2018; Boldt
2021). Nonetheless, much of this discussion stems from the concern over the ‘crisis of
Democracy’ (Farthing 2010; Bessant 2004) and the declining interest towards traditional
forms of democratic participation among the youth. This phenomenon applies more or
less to all western liberal democracies, also Finland, the context of our study. For
example, in the 2017 municipality election in Finland, only 33% of 20-year-olds voted
(OSF 2017). However, in the 2018 Finnish Youth Barometer, 61% of the respondents
said they were interested in politics and the Finnish youth’s trust towards politicians
and political institutions is high (Pekkarinen and Myllyniemi 2019, 19). Nevertheless,
young people often find Finnish politics and its language alienating and not easily acces-
sible, and feel that politics and politicians were not interested on them (Lepola and Kokko
2015, 4).

Similarly, previous international research highlights how young people struggle to
become recognized as serious political actors (Farthing 2010; Bastedo 2015). This gap
between young people and recognized political participation is particularly wide for racia-
lized and ethnic minority youth (Mikola and Mansouri 2015; Ribeiro et al. 2014). According
to the 2018 Youth Barometer, young people with an immigrant background were less
interested in politics than Finnish youth on average. Yet interestingly respondents, who
had experienced discrimination, were more interested in politics than the average (Pek-
karinen and Myllyniemi 2019, 19, 23).

One key criticism of the measures for supporting youth participation is that they are
mostly individualized and focused on changing the young people rather than challenging
the elite field of politics and its exclusionary practices. Often when political participation is
discussed, especially related to young people, the focus is on normative and institutional
ways of participating, such as voting, which fails to cover all forms of youth participation
(Rytioja and Kallio 2018, 3). What people see as political, how they define participation and
what becomes politicized in their action, is much more complex than this. Thus, many
recent studies stress the need to avoid predefined ‘adult’ notions of politics and focus
on what young people see and construct as political (Coe et al. 2016; Rytioja and Kallio
2018; Eliasoph 2011).

This article is based on ethnographic study on a civics course designed for 16–25-year-
olds coming from different racialized and ethnic minorities. We began by observing the
practices used to enhance participation, in order to identify the opportunities and chal-
lenges involved in these types of practices. Our fieldwork prompted us to turn our analytic
gaze towards contradictions present in these practices aimed to ‘engage’ or ‘empower’
‘marginalized’ youth. We ask what conceptions of political participation these are
based on, how this positions young people in general, and racialized and ethnic minority
youth in particular. Additionally, we ask what opportunities for political participation
these young people have and how do they make use of these.

We use terms racialized minority and ethnic minority youth to refer to the group of
young people who participated in the studied activities. By racialized minority, we refer
to people who are visible minority (see, for example, Andersson 2003; Rastas 2019), par-
ticularly because of their skin colour. By ethnic minority, we refer to people who represent
cultural or linguistic minority in Finland. We also sometimes use the term ‘multicultural’
since this term was frequently used during our fieldwork. However, we acknowledge
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the problematic, and possibly racializing or marginalizing nature of these kinds of terms.
For example, the term ‘multicultural’ has been criticized for not addressing or acknowled-
ging racism as a structural problem but rather constructing it as personal and individual
occurrence (Lentin and Titley 2012).

Materials and methods

Our ethnographic fieldwork focused on activities organized by a Helsinki-based NGO. The
observed activities were designed to enhance young people’s understanding of policy
processes and Finnish society, and thus to support their political participation. The activi-
ties we observed took place in spring and summer 2019 as part of a civics course orga-
nized for ‘multicultural’ young people (aged 16–25). The fieldwork covered 20 meetings
(2–6 h each) in the capital city area and three days outside Helsinki. Altogether 41
young people took part in the activities, with 31 actively participating. Our data consist
mainly of fieldnotes written during the fieldwork (by both authors) and interviews
done with six young people (by Suni).

Our methodology and fieldwork are shaped by our interest in meanings, positions and
(possibilities for) action that are formed in practices that aim to empower and engage
individuals and groups. According to Luhtakallio and Eliasoph (2014), ethnography is
useful for studying political communication and behaviour as it unfolds in political partici-
pation and action, even those people do not necessarily see as political. This resonates
with our interest in the nuances, tensions and (unintended) possibilities that emerge in
the observed processes.

Since our research focused on observing a one-offNGO course, our research field formed
at the beginning of the course and dissolved at the end of it. This meant that we entered
this field simultaneously with our research participants, and were able to observe social
practices and relations as they emerged. We introduced ourselves, our research interest
and ethical principles of the research endeavour to the group during the first meeting of
the course. The participants were informed about consent, both verbally and with a
written information sheet about their right to refuse to participate by informing us or
the course leaders. None of the young people refused. At the final stages of the course,
we asked participants to be interviewed, stressing that this was voluntary. Additionally,
we approached consent from a processual view, paying constant attention to any signs
that the participants were expressing discomfort (see Renold et al. 2008). The names
used in this article are pseudonyms, and some details concerning our participants and con-
texts have been changed or removed to protect their privacy.

The researchers were observers with limited participation: we mostly did not take part
in the activities but observed them from the back of the room, writing fieldnotes on our
laptops and notebooks. This positioning was deliberate: while we were keen to get to
know the young people and talk with them, we left it up to them to approach us.
Some of the young people actively made contact with us; others kept their distance.
Sometimes the young people or the course leaders involved us in discussions by
asking our opinion of the course topic. During visits (e.g. to parliament, the ministry of
justice), we travelled with the group, enabling us to have informal chats with the
young people and get to know each other. Most of the young people we interviewed
had had closer contact with us during the course. The interviews were ethnographic
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interviews. In them, we were able to ask, clarify and deepen our understanding about the
course and the young people’s experiences.

During the fieldwork, we learnt where most of the young people or their families ori-
ginated from and how they identified themselves, but we never explicitly asked these
things as this was not the focus of our study. This does not mean that their background
does not matter. The young people addressed various ways how they had experienced
racism or discrimination. In addition, some of the young people who were born in
Finland were not citizens due to the inheritance principle (where children get the citizen-
ship of their parents, not their birth countries), and thus cannot vote. On the other hand,
many of the young people studied in top upper secondary schools and lived in good,
even upper middle-class neighbourhoods of the Helsinki metropolitan area, making the
group very diverse and not that easy to categorize. Nevertheless, typically for ethnogra-
phy, our focus was on the observed practices and how different social positionings and
categorizations, differences as well as similarities were raised in these and what kinds
of meanings were given to these rather than approaching the observed practices and
interactions through background information on individual participants.

Our ethnographic analysis included multiple phases. Typically for ethnography, we
began to analyse our data during the fieldwork. At this point, our analysis was done
through discussion: doing fieldwork together, we could discuss our very preliminary
observations and interpretations and focus our ongoing observation on aspects that
we both found intriguing (see Gordon et al. 2006). The second phase consisted of
the collaborative reading of our fieldnotes to identify key themes and tensions. This
positioned the relationship between the NGO’s activities and the young people’s
agency at the centre of our analysis. In preparing the interview guide, we wanted to
elaborate some themes we had observed and hear how the participants viewed and
experienced these, including their encounters with different adult agents (MPs,
editors etc.) during the course. In the final phase, we read the data with the previously
identified themes in mind, focusing on how the young people were positioned in
different contexts and situations, recognition and unrecognition of their political
agency in these moments, and how the activities provided the young people with
opportunities for political agency.

Performative citizenship and young people’s political agency

We draw on new citizenship theory, which focuses on lived and acted citizenships and
practices of mundane political agency. It expands the conventional view of citizenship
as a legal institution by focusing on its performative aspects – on ‘how people creatively
perform citizenship’ (Isin 2017, 501). It sees citizenship as contested, constantly nego-
tiated and changing subject position (Hildebrandt et al. 2019). Thus, the analytical
focus is on performative processes and acts and how these transform conventions (Isin
2017, 507).

Approaching young people’s political agency from the perspective of performative citi-
zenship allows us both to acknowledge contextual boundaries and norms framing and
forming political action, and still focus on young people’s agency and subjectivities as
these emerge in action (see Coffey and Faruggia 2014). Thus, rather than seeing
agency and structure in opposition, a performative take on citizenship approaches
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agency as formed within and in relation to material and symbolic conditions. While our
primary focus is on the young people’s agency – what they do – we approach their
acts and accounts as forming a dialogue with the dominant discourses and practices con-
cerning young people’s political participation.

The performative approach to citizenship also challenges the dominant, socialization
view of citizenship education (see Biesta 2011) and the relationship between acts and
subject(ivity) carried by this view. Rather than approaching political subjects as required
for political action to take place, in performative reading, subject(ivitie)s are considered as
following from these acts (Isin 2019). This turns ‘the relationship between political subjec-
tivity and democratic politics on its head’ (Biesta 2011, 95).

When racialized and ethnic minority youth attempt to negotiate value and meaning to
their political agency, we find this ‘turn’ particularly important in two ways. Firstly, when
seen only as ‘multicultural’ young people, our research participants are expected to lack
skills, resources and interest in political participation. As we show, these expectations are
major barriers to recognition of their political agency. Rather than presuming particular
identities, a performative approach turns the focus on acts and the subject(ivitie)s that
emerge in action. This allows us to study the multiplicity of identifications as they are
formed in acts, accounts and ‘claims’ made by our research participants, while doing
our best to avoid treating these simply as expressive of their ‘identities’ as ‘multicultural
youth’ (see Butler 2015).

The performative take on subjectivity does not imply that these subjectivities (or the
acts that form these) are unattached to the social categories surrounding our participants,
and meanings attached to these categories. Rather, our analysis aims to make visible how
the intersecting categories of youth and ‘multiculturalism’ inform our participants’ action
and influence their abilities to act and gain recognition for their political action.

Moreover, the performative approach allows us to acknowledge differences in the
‘actual condition of citizenship’. As Biesta (2011, 85) notes: ‘the processes and practices
that make up the everyday lives of children, young people and adults – as they are
lived both within and outside of a range of institutions – convey important and often
influential ‘lessons’ in democratic citizenship’. This means that while our research data
only provides a glimpse into our participants’ lives and experiences of political partici-
pation, we acknowledge that they come into these processes with resources, life experi-
ences and understandings of their abilities to influence their lives and society.

Results

Climbing out of the sandpit and into places of political power

In the Finnish language, two terms are often used when participation is discussed. Osal-
listuminen means participation by individuals in general, whether in society or politics.
Osallistaminen, engaging or including people, is a top-down attempt by societal actors
and institutions, such as public administration and NGOs, to educate and turn people
into participating citizens (Meriluoto, Litmanen, and Bäcklund 2019, 8).

The contradiction between osallistuminen and osallistaminen proved a defining factor
in the course leaders’ work, in particular in terms of the focus of change. At the planning
stage, the leaders recognized young people’s agency and ability to participate in many
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ways. As the course was introduced to researchers and the participating young people,
the leaders emphasized the right of young people to participate in societal discussion
and decision-making and how this was not currently realized due to problems related
to young people’s lack of access and power.

The course leader starts introducing the course by explaining the background of the course.
‘It all started last year when we had another project for young people similar to this one. It
became evident that only very few can actually influence or have the knowledge how to
influence and by what means.’ The leader continues explaining that usually people only
think about voting, and how this way of thinking about political participation often leads
to ‘outsourcing decision making’ in the sense that after voting people do not follow
through how the politicians are using their mandate. ‘Especially young people are not so
courageous to explore how and where to influence. And adults talk about young people,
claiming that they are creating opportunities [for young people] to influence [society/poli-
tics]. But these do not meet.’ But they are now trying to proceed differently, really do this,
‘not in a sandpit that adults have created’. (Fieldnotes, February 2019.)

The above extract is from the first session of the course, describing the opening
address of one of the course leaders. Whilst they start with a comment concerning
their notion concerning young people’s lacking understanding about different arenas
and forms of participation, the main emphasis in this introduction is on structures and cul-
tures of political participation and in particular recognizing how problematic a traditional,
narrow conception of political participation is for young people. If political participation is
only about voting, it is out of reach from those young people who are under the age of 18.
However, the course leader’s comment about outsourcing decision-making can also be
interpreted as generally problematizing this voting-centred view as not activating citi-
zens, who leave decision-making to their elected representatives. The aim of the course
is described against this background as not only introducing alternative means for partici-
pation but also creating real opportunities for young people to participate and breaking
the conventional ‘sandpit[s] that adults have created’.

By using the metaphor of a ‘sandpit’, the course leader recognizes that when young
people are invited to participate, osallistetaan, this is often narrowly framed to topics
and contexts that are considered as suitable for them. This distances young people
even further from the core of political discussion and decision-making processes. To go
beyond this ‘sandpit’ approach, the course leaders’ key strategy was to take young
people to places of power that are usually out of their reach, such as the Finnish Parlia-
ment. This strategy of physically taking young people to these places of power can be
viewed as working in two directions: firstly, educating young people about how politics
(policy processes, decision-making, political discussion) works and the means to
influence these processes; secondly, to make young people and their views visible in
these spaces of power.

The above introduction places a critical focus on structures and cultures of political par-
ticipation, producing a participatory agenda (osallistuminen) focused on analysing and
overcoming structural and cultural barriers met by young people as they seek to make
themselves heard in the society. Approached this way, the agenda and role of the
course and the leaders is to work as allies that support young people in their efforts to
form initiatives and making these visible by providing access to relevant arenas and
knowledge about different means of participation.
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While the course was introduced to the young people by emphasizing this participa-
tory agenda, the course also had an underlying ‘hidden agenda’. For researchers, this
alternative perspective became visible already in our initial discussions with the NGO
and the course leaders as they explained how they had observed a need for these
kinds of activities during their first contacts with ‘multicultural’ young people. The
course had initially been designed to address two concerns. Firstly, they wanted to
respond to the general lack of political participation among young people. Secondly,
they worried that young people ‘with multicultural backgrounds’ had limited access to
knowledge concerning Finnish society and its parliamentary system. The leaders feared
that this lack of knowledge would affect these young people’s ability to ‘take root’ in
Finnish society.

This framing of the activities could be considered as contributing to the problematiza-
tion of the political participation of young people and to conflict with the participatory
agenda highlighting young people’s rights and agency. In addition, the expression
‘take root’ can be interpreted as referring to dominant integration discourses where
understanding about migrant communities’ relationship to Finnish society – how ‘well’
these have integrated to Finnish society and culture – is built through notions such as
roots. Approached this way, the problem that the course is aimed to address is still
located in the young people’s relationship to Finnish society. However, unlike in the par-
ticipatory agenda, the hidden agenda responds to this problem by training the individual
young people in order to encourage active citizenship. Ultimately, it is the young people
(and the communities that they are interpreted to represent) that need to be changed in
the sense suggested by the term osallistaa, to enhance democratic participation, not the
exclusive structures, practices and understanding of political participation. The framing
reproduces the view of these young people as deficient, in need of motivation and acti-
vation (see Gunsilius 2019) and the NGO and the course leaders as agents that have the
moral obligation to empower underprivileged youth (see Eliasoph 2011).

While the leaders of the course were talking about this alternative approach as a
hidden agenda, this did not remain hidden. As the course started and the group met poli-
ticians and experts in different locations, we quickly became aware that also they had
received a similar ‘introduction’ to the group: some voiced their amazement at how
active and knowledgeable the young people were. We interpreted that this amazement
followed from expectations that these adult experts had about ‘multicultural youth’ as
political actors and thus about the group: they had been identified as marginalized
and thus a suitable objects of well-meaning measures, rather than active subjects with
their own intentions, targets and perspectives. However, as the course continued, the
course leaders seemed to find it increasingly difficult to describe the group as underpri-
vileged, non-participating and passive or in the danger of becoming socially excluded.
Midway through the course, many times the group was not introduced as needing to
be ‘saved’, but rather as active, interested and capable young people.

Also, many of the young people had become aware of this hidden agenda during the
course. This awareness became visible in different situations where the young people
were challenging stereotypical notions concerning their capacities and interests, as will
be discussed in more detail below. In addition, during the interviews, the interviewees
on the one hand explained how they had become aware of the stereotypical expectations
concerning their backgrounds, capacities and interests, and on the other resisted the
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categorizations at play. As Greta stated in her interview, as a young woman with an immi-
grant background whose belonging to Finnish society typically was not questioned, she
felt uneasy with being ‘talked to like I was an immigrant and not a Finn’. Greta’s account
can be read as questioning the starting points of the course by arguing that the multicul-
tural approach that strives to provide resources to disadvantaged collectives rather repro-
duces difference than helps to include (or integrate) those excluded from the position of
Finnishness. In a similar vein, Nora explained that while she felt that the ‘course worked
for us’, she still questioned the categorization produced by targeting the course for young
people coming from multicultural backgrounds. She thought that if the course was
aiming to help people with an immigrant background to understand Finnish society
and political system, the course simply ‘would have been too difficult’. In addition, she
resisted this categorization by stating that she doesn’t ‘feel like an immigrant’.

‘We are a mini society here’: young people’s experiences of and aspirations for
political participation

Both Greta’s and Nora’s accounts above make visible experiences of misrecognition. Not
only did the categorizations at use not resonate with the young people’s self-definitions
concerning their positioning in/relationship to Finnish society and Finnishness, the young
people’s accounts also suggest that these failed to recognise capacities that they had.
Additionally, these kinds of categorizations – like ‘multicultural youth’ – that bundle
together this heterogeneous group hides the different positionings that the young
people take in relation to political participation. As Daniel phrased it:

The thing is, that as this is a societal course and we discuss societal issues, so we too, when we
are gathered from different places, so in a way, in my opinion, we are also a mini society here.
Some people find talking about some topics intimidating but at the same time others don’t
and really want to talk about them a lot. (Interview, Daniel, 2019.)

In the interview, Daniel discussed at length about the heterogeneity of the group.
Daniel, like other interviewees, primarily discussed this in relation to the young
people’s different backgrounds in taking part in societal discussions and different activi-
ties and differing aspirations. In the above extract, he also highlights different position-
ings that the young people take in the field of politics and in relation to different
topics: according to Daniel, immigration was one of the topics that some of the young
people were very keen to discuss at the same time as others found it really ‘intimidating’.

At the same time as the participants were forming ‘a mini society’, with differing pol-
itical stands as well as views and aspirations concerning political participation, many of
the young people had a somewhat critical stance on youth participation, with some of
the participating young people being even sceptical.

The leaders give us our turn, Reetta starts to introduce our research project. Thomas sits right
in front of Reetta, surrounded by others, and quite quickly requests a turn and asks ‘what do
you mean by influencing?’ […] Thomas continues that ‘like here, we are pretending to
influence’. Thomas’ face has turned red, it seems that he doesn’t feel comfortable taking
up this space, voicing his opinions. Those young participants that had attended the activities
last year respond and begin to challenge Thomas’ view, they point out that they ‘got a chance
to influence’, ‘we were able to ask’, one adds that they ‘felt’ they were making an impact.
Thomas responds to this by asking what did this change, legislation, policy making? One
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young woman responds that many of the politicians were saying that young people are the
future, and that they really listen when one talks with them. Another continues that since she
has two backgrounds [cultures], she was able to tell [the politicians] how this [society] looks
like to her. Thomas challenges this, says that demonstrations and strikes, either violence or
elections, are the only means to really influence. That he does not think that you can make
any sort of difference with this course. If you go and talk to the politicians as a secondary
school student, they are simply not interested. ‘Politicians are not interested in my or your
opinion.’ The young woman responds to this by adding that even if she is involved in
party politics she really felt that she could make a bigger impact here than there [in the
party]. (Fieldnotes, February 2019.)

In the above extract from the first session of the course, Thomas raises two concerns
with young people’s opportunities to participate: firstly, he doubts whether young
people can make a difference and whether they are always limited to just imitating
(‘pretending’) political participation; secondly, he doubts whether those in power are
interested in young people’s views. While in the above extract, some young people
quite forcefully challenged Thomas’ views, emphasizing positive experiences and
opportunities that the NGO’s activities had provided for them, elsewhere, the same
young people talked about their disappointment with attempts to make themselves
heard in other contexts.

Many of the young people had participated in similar activities before, such as youth
editorial boards in media houses, and their experiences were very mixed or even negative.
Even in these contexts that aimed to ‘engage’ young people, they experienced being
treated as the ‘wrong kind of young people’ when expressing interest in politics – too
clever and too vocal. They were expected to be agentic and participate, but only inside
the specific sandpits reserved for them (see also Bastedo 2015; Boldt 2017).

Thus, while being enthusiastic about the topics and methods of the course – opening
up opportunities to discuss politics and even challenge those in power – in general the
young people seemed to be cautious with their expectations of getting their views
heard and making a difference. However, many of the young people were still stating
that their reason for participating in the course was to do with their interest in making
a difference and having their views heard.

‘Are you perhaps interested in politics?’: confronting (and parodying) the terms
of political participation

Despite the aim of investigating and finding different means of participation, the places of
power visited during the course mostly represented institutional politics. This reproduced
a very narrow view of politics and political participation. The group visited the visitor’s
centre of the parliament to meet MPs (who mostly failed to show up), the ministry of
justice, city hall, chief editors of two media houses (one large national, one small indepen-
dent) and finally an elite politics debate forum aimed at middle-aged adults. In these situ-
ations, the young people actively and spontaneously discussed politics with the
politicians and journalists they met. They were taking the opportunity to ‘show that
young people are not stupid’, as phrased by one of the course leaders.

However, challenging this dominant conception of passive and ignorant youth proved
to be a very hard task. Our data show repeated situations where the young people’s skilful
participation surprises the MPs, civil servants and journalists they engage with during the
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course. In our data, the young people’s skilful action and particularity of their views many
times goes unnoticed as their questions, comments or action is approached as represent-
ing ‘youthfulness’ in general.

In the beginning of the tour at the city hall, the young people had been polite and followed
along obediently, until we reached the chambers of the city council. They burst into the room
and onto the rostrum, and start to look for the list of the council members and their placing in
the chambers. They are very well aware where they are and what they are doing. Some of
young people stay on the rostrum and pretend to be members of the council. One of the pol-
itically active young women, Nora, takes the list and tries to find a specific seat in the hall.
After finding what she is looking for, she sits down and asks me to take a picture on her
phone and says that ‘one day’ this will be her seat.

A lady from the city’s communications department, who has acted as our guide on our tour,
has followed the young people from afar. In the middle of all this hassle and enthusiasm she
asks ‘are you perhaps interested in politics?’ The young people raise their heads and look at
her, smile politely and say ‘yes’. Nora shouts ‘yes, we are interested’ in a loud voice. The young
people go on with their pretended council meeting. Nora asks Gabriel at the rostrumwhether
he is the chairperson of the council. Gabriel takes out the list of council members and says
‘Council member? Excuse me?’ to which Nora replies ‘Mr Chairperson, I ask Daniel to be
removed from the council’. Others laugh and someone shouts ‘I object’. (Fieldnotes, April
2019.)

This description of how the young people take over the council chambers shows the
skilfulness in their performance. We researchers were stunned at how the young people
seemed to know exactly how things work in this context. It was not accidental that most
of them were keen to find a seat on the rostrum, from where the council meetings are
chaired. Many of the young people were looking up specific seats in the hall – typically
ones held by powerful political figures. Despite their enthusiasm and knowledgeable per-
formance, the staff member working as our guide asked whether the young people are
‘interested in politics’. To us, who were finding it difficult to think any further ways that
the young people could have embodied their ‘interest’, this question made visible how
challenging it might be to recognize this in the current context dominated by worried dis-
course, sometimes even moral panic, concerning the passivity of youth.

These incidents of non-recognition did not go unnoticed by the young people them-
selves. Sometimes, they opened up space for cheerful carnivalesque behaviour; the young
people used these images of ‘unruly youngsters’ and behaved accordingly (while exchan-
ging knowing looks across the room, as in the moment described above). At other times,
discussions with experts, MPs et cetera were followed by irritated talk amongst the young
people about how they were not heard, or how their very specific questions were neg-
lected or met by generalized answers. They were very aware of how they became posi-
tioned in these encounters: as citizens-in-the-making, subjects to be educated about
political participation, not as active participants.

This type of misrecognition occurred again during the tour at the city hall:

After this we continue upstairs to the chambers of the city board, perhaps an even more
unobtainable space for anyone. Once again people right away take their place in the oval
room and its horseshoe of desks and start to act like the members of the board. The most
active ones of the group, including Nora and Daniel, place themselves in the centre of the
tables. Each seat has their own microphone, and these are enthusiastically used. Nora says
on microphone ‘we, the Green Party want… ’ and ‘dear colleagues’. The rest is swallowed
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by the fuss and noise. Daniel says ‘I ask you to speak less’. Nora objects and says something
about how much Daniel himself has the floor, to which Daniel replies ‘well, the difference is I
always talk sense’. Two young men on the very far side of the table breathe heavily on the
microphones. Daniel and Nora right away start to humorously correct their behaviour and
Nora says ‘dear colleagues, I ask you to act like adults’. This prompts laughter in the room.
The boys continue their heavy breathing. Someone plays music on the microphone from
their phone. Nora says ‘think if we actually were this cabinet and we behaved like this’.
[…] As the deputy mayor arrives, our guide walks up to her and explains that ‘we have
been playing a meeting here’. (Fieldnotes, April 2019.)

The group was going to meet the deputy mayor at the end of their visit to the city hall.
As the young people settled down around the desks, their ongoing discussion revealed
how they very well understood the rules of social conduct that adults have created,
which is summed up in Nora’s plea for her ‘colleagues’ to act like adults. The group
knew how they are expected to behave in order to be taken seriously as political and
societal actors and what is seen as immature and ill-behaved. However, the infantilizing
comment of our guide totally misses the playful parody that made visible and commen-
ted on the impossible terms of young people’s political participation: how these contexts
require ‘adult behaviour’ in order to become recognized as a political actor, yet they will
inevitably be approached primarily as ‘young people’ – or even children.

‘It is however our future that the parliament decides about’: young people
performing political participation

During our fieldwork, our attention was drawn to how the young people actively and
innovatively used and created space(s) for political participation. Even if they were some-
times voicing their disappointment that yet again they had not been properly heard, this
did not seem to defeat them – rather, they looked for new opportunities to voice their
views and concerns. For example, as the deputy mayor arrived to the scene described
above, the group eagerly used the opportunity to make their views heard. They raised
questions concerning employment opportunities for young people, available spaces for
self-organized activities, safer spaces for young non-binary people and other minorities,
and women-only times in public swimming pools and gyms. Similarly, when visiting
the parliament and talking to MPs, the group pointed out concrete situations where
young people’s views and political initiatives had been dismissed (such as the recent dis-
missal of a citizens’ initiative for free upper secondary school materials) and stressed how
the mostly middle-aged parliament was making decisions concerning their futures. As
one of the young women exclaimed during her interview:

In the last parliament there was one under 30 and then someone who was 27. (…) Our life
situations are so different and the stuff in my life is just not so interesting, because the
people there, they are old and they are promoting for things important to them and they
get all the votes as it’s the middle-aged people who are the active voters. (Interview, Nora,
2019)

In the meetings with decision-makers, the young people often skilfully resisted the
overt (political) talk that was addressing them generally and focused on topics that are
assumed to interest young people and led the discussion to specific topics that they
found relevant. This not only forced their interlocutors to reframe their address, but
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also challenged the possibly stereotypical views that they had about ‘multicultural’ young
people’s interests. As with the deputy mayor, the young people’s questions drew atten-
tion to the multiplicity of positionings and interests within their group.

To our understanding, the young people demonstrated discourse virtuosity (Brunila
2009) as they were cleverly adjusting their behaviour to different contexts and interlocu-
tors, while persistently aiming to get their views and concerns heard. This required situa-
tional awareness (Koskinen 2020) of both how one should act in these settings in order to
be taken seriously and how one can use these situations to introduce new perspectives
and thus negotiate the script of the meeting. By using knowledge gained from their
former experiences of political participation to adjust their agency in these particular situ-
ations, the young people were able to subtly extend the boundaries of the sandpits that
generally frame their participation.

While our analysis thus suggests that the young people were actively using these
opportunities to create discussion around topics important to them, our overall obser-
vation of their agency highlights a rather different aspect. Instead of focusing on resist-
ance, by responding to and challenging dominant, objectifying and marginalizing
discourses, the group were investing in doing, being and enjoying.

During the activities organized by the NGO, the group was mostly absorbed in their
tasks, whether planning interview questions, making audio and video clips, taking
photos and making power-point presentations. They also used the course sessions and
excursions to casually discuss with peers their views, thoughts and reactions to topical
political issues. The underlying theme that recurred in these discussions was how
young people, their views and topics that concern their lives were included in current pol-
itical and societal debates, who understood young people and who cared about their
views.

We find that the way the young people enjoyed this opportunity for engagement and
interaction in itself having transformative potential. The young people raised this key
aspect of the activities in their feedback after the course and during the interviews;
what they had enjoyed the most and found most valuable was the chance to meet
new people, peers and to talk with them (see Krivonos 2016; Harris, Wyn, and Younes
2010; Malafaia et al. 2018).

While many of the young people had joined the course due to their interest in influen-
cing public and political discussion, we would argue that this dimension of enjoyment
and togetherness, or affective solidarity (Krivonos 2016), is what actually could make a
difference. While we find that providing young people with knowledge about and
means for participation (the main aim of the NGO) is valuable, these resources might
not be used without the affective aspect of comfort and enjoyment. Collaboratively,
the group was able to create a space where, firstly, they were considered as having cred-
ible political views, and secondly, they felt comfortable participating in political debates.

Discussion

Different actors and practices position and encounter young people as political agents,
and these form and/or overcome barriers that frame the political participation of
young people. Our argumentation has highlighted the difficulties that both the young
people and practices that aim to support their political participation face as they try to

224 A. SUNI AND R. MIETOLA



challenge these barriers and stereotypical conceptions of young people’s relationship to
politics.

Contextual boundaries and norms construct major barriers to recognizing the political
nature of young people’s agency, and of youth as political subjects. Our analysis implies
that this is particularly challenging in the case of racialized and ethnic minority youth.
Rather than focusing on structures and practices that hinder political participation,
their lack of participation becomes often explained through individualizing perspective
focusing on lacking resources or dispositions.

Young people’s skill, interest and enthusiasm can easily be overlooked or belittled due
to the current policy concern over young people’s lack of interest in politics. This adult
concern not only contributes directly to excluding young people from the political
sphere; adult actors fail to recognize young people’s political initiatives and the resources
that they already have, individually or collectively. This is one key reason why panic about
passive youth can thrive despite young people’s persistent efforts to participate.

Our findings about these challenges concerning recognition support the criticism of
individualized participatory measures (Eliasoph 2016, 2011; Meriluoto, Litmanen, and
Bäcklund 2019; Ribeiro et al. 2015). Our participants’ accounts and our observations indi-
cate that the problem lies with how young people are generally positioned in relation to
political participation. As long as ‘politics’ is limited to predefined, institutional forms of
political participation, young people’s position will be determined by dominant cultural
conceptions concerning capable (adult) political agents in these spheres.

Yet, as young people, they will not be able to measure up to these criteria – not even
with training, suitable knowledge and skills. The hypocrisy (Raby 2005) of this framing was
also ingeniously captured by Nora’s comment, asking her colleagues to ‘act like adults’. As
different institutions and actors seek to engage young people in politics, are they really
ready to include young people’s perspectives, interests and ways of doing politics, or
are they looking for chronologically ‘younger people’ with adult forms of behaviour
and interests?

While we remain sceptical about the ability of youth engagement measures to chal-
lenge and change dominant norms concerning political agency, and thus to enable
young people to participate in institutional politics in new ways, we cannot ignore the
positive experiences the young people had on the course. For them, the course provided
a space to elaborate their political subjectivities by discussing their interests and stances
regarding societal questions with their peers and the leaders. For some participants, the
course provided exceptional experiences of affective solidarity that encouraged them to
share their thoughts, form claims and even take part in collaborative acts/performances
(see Kennelly 2009).

Our analysis thus implies the need for a general shift in approaches to young people’s
political participation. Political agency needs to be reconsidered, both in terms of what is
recognized as political (Rytioja and Kallio 2018; Luhtakallio and Eliasoph 2014) and what is
recognized as agency (see Coffey and Faruggia 2014). In terms of our study, it would be
tempting to consider individual moments of spectacular (e.g. verbally challenging those
in power) or subversive (e.g. parodying performances) acts as sole instances where politi-
cal agency is realized. However, this perspective reproduces a conception of politics that
excludes less easily recognizable modes of participation (e.g. peer-to-peer discussions).
Additionally, this representation of political agency can end up celebrating the capacities
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and enactments of particular individuals. In order to support young people’s political par-
ticipation when they are struggling to have their political agency recognized, we need to
ask critical questions about what supports the emergence of political agency (Kennelly
2009). This means focusing not on educating young people with a predefined image of
future political agents in mind, but on making spaces of multiple political engagement
here and now possible.
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