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Abstract

This paper argues for an integrative approach to sustainability transformations, one that reconnects body and mind, that
fuses art and science and that integrates diverse forms of knowledge in an open, collaborative and creative way. It responds
to scholarship emphasizing the importance of connecting disparate ways of knowing, including scientific, artistic, embod-
ied and local knowledges to better understand environmental change and to foster community resilience and engagement.
This paper draws on the experience of an arts-based project in Lisbon, Portugal, and explores embodied and performative
practices and their potential for climate change transformations. It puts forward and enlivens an example, where such forms
of engaging communities can provide new insight into how equitable, just and sustainable transformations can come about.
The process involved a series of interactive workshops with diverse arts-based methods and embodied practices to create
performative material. From this process, a space emerged for the creation of meaning about climate change. Three key ele-
ments stood out in this process as being potentially important for the emergence of meaning-making and for understanding
the impact of the project: the use of metaphors, embedding the project locally, and the use of creative, embodied practices.
This furthers research, suggesting that the arts can play a critical role in engaging people with new perspectives on climate
change and sustainability issues by offering opportunities for critical reflection and providing spaces for creative imagination
and experimentation. Such processes may be important for contributing to the changes needed to realize transformations to
sustainability.
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Introduction

At a time when the awareness of humanity’s impact on the
global environment has become part of the mainstream
discourse radical, transformative approaches to climate
change are increasingly being considered for their poten-
tial to create bold solution spaces. While the predicted
consequences of climate change for our social, economic,
political, institutional, and cultural worlds are still in the
process of unfolding, the questions about the manner of
how we transform are more important than ever. Critically
inquiring into how we change and transform involves ask-
ing questions such as: what kind of future and co-living do
we desire in our communities? How can we engage with
climate change in a way that fosters agency and hope?
What imaginative and collaborative forms of community
engagement are useful in achieving this? Who or what
drives these processes of transformation and what or
whom is being transformed?

Transformation as a concept and practice has been
approached from many different angles, as shown by the
growing body of research from the natural and social
sciences and humanities (Feola 2015). Recognizing the
diversity of perspectives on transformation, the concept
can be broadly characterized as “significant changes in
form, structure and/or meaning-making” (O’Brien 2018).
It can further be understood as a psycho-social process that
uncovers the human potential to commit, care, and effect
change for a better life, or an internal shift that alters the
way one experiences and relates to oneself, others, and
the world (Schlitz et al. 2010; Sharma 2007). In climate
change research and practice, transformation is often seen
as an approach that focuses on changing societal systems,
structures, and relationships, which are seen as the root
causes of unsustainability and climate change (Kates et al.
2012; O’Brien 2012). While the concept of transformation
has moved into high policy forums, such as the UN, the
IPBES, and the IPCC, inquiries into the manner and the
how of transformation are still emerging, yet vital.

There is a growing recognition that the social sciences,
humanities, and the arts have much to offer in the quest
to develop sustainable transformations (Castree et al.
2014; Galafassi et al. 2018; Heras and Tabara 2014). The
humanities and the arts can both educate people about
climate change and actively engage them in transformative
processes (Bentz 2020; Bentz and O’Brien 2019). Rec-
ognizing the inseparability between the body and mind,
the humanities and the arts can connect us with the innate
knowledge that our senses reveal about an ever-changing
world. Currently, most approaches to climate change edu-
cation do not support the integration of different ways
of knowing; in fact, it is rather the opposite (Leichenko
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and O’Brien 2020; Siegner and Stapert 2019). Many edu-
cational strategies tend to rely heavily on cognitive and
passively transmissive forms of knowledge transfer, with
limited attention to embodied and experiential techniques
(Chabay 2020; Leichenko and O’Brien 2020; Sterling and
Orr 2001).

Science communication also tends to be oriented toward the
mindset that cognitive processes are separate from our bodies,
and even further disconnected from the material and natural
world (Weber 2013). This has widespread consequences,
particularly for community engagement in sustainability ini-
tiatives. For example, the commonly held idea of body-mind
duality has perpetuated a siloed way of thinking and approach-
ing complex problems, often resulting in the search for single
“solutions” (Weber 2013). Research has pointed to the need
to better integrate cognitive, emotional, and embodied knowl-
edges to generate a plurality of solutions and equitable, endur-
ing change (Bentz 2020; Sharma 2017).

One way to engage cognitive, emotional, and embodied
knowledges is through arts practices. Art can bridge knowl-
edge systems and ways of knowing to enact social-eco-
logical change (Rathwell and Armitage 2016). The grow-
ing interest in art as a form of inquiry and engagement in
sustainability transformations may be due to its tremendous
potential to challenge our perceptions and to engage its audi-
ence in a felt experience of transformation (Bentz 2020;
Burke et al. 2018; Galafassi et al. 2018; Heras and Tabara
2014). It has the potential to evoke emotional and political
responses from the viewer through aesthetically powerful
means. Art can create fertile spaces for people to engage
with complex topics such as climate change on a personal
and emotional level, linking the issue to their own lives and
communities.

This paper discusses the contribution of embodied and
performative art practices to sustainability transformations.
Specifically, we focus on a devised theatre project in Lisbon,
Portugal, entitled Climate Odyssey. This transdisciplinary,
performative project fused art and science to introduce new
ways of looking at every day actions and interactions. Below,
we present the project and discuss how dance and storytell-
ing (among other forms) can lead to deeper understandings
of climate change and have the potential to challenge cultural
norms. We suggest that collaborative, creative, and experi-
ential learning processes can contribute to new perspectives
on both the problems and solutions associated with climate
change.

Background and overview

To situate this research, we begin by drawing on background
literature that engages the concept of embodiment as a way
of knowing and discuss its relevance for sustainability



Sustainability Science (2022) 17:687-699

689

transformation “embodiment”. We then examine performa-
tive art forms as methods for meaning-making. We fur-
ther explore how embodied art forms can create space for
dynamic solutions to emerge, and specifically how learning
through the body can be a way to engage the complexities of
climate change. In “Implementation context”, we describe
our methodologies, as well as the local historical context for
the project and how this informed our choice of methodolo-
gies. We then discuss the specific steps we took to carry out
the project, and describe the rationale and approach to our
data collection methods and analysis. These were informed
by the context of the project and its implementation. In
“Results and discussion”, we present results and reflect on
the impact of the creation and performance of Climate Odys-
sey. Finally, in the “conclusion”, we offer insights on key
learnings related to creative, embodied ways of engaging
with sustainability and transformation. While we do not aim
to provide absolute answers on the manner of transforma-
tion, nor a blueprint for performative arts-based approaches
to climate change, we wish to shed light on the power of
integrative and embodied approaches to inspire subtle, yet
profound, individual changes in relating to sustainability
transformations.

Embodiment as a way of knowing

Embodied art forms, such as dance and theatre, offer pow-
erful means to draw on our lived experiences and generate
new insights and ways of meaning-making (Leavy 2015).
For instance, role play or improvisation theater exercises can
help people to appreciate more-than-human viewpoints in
discussions where human-centric perspectives and anthropo-
centric values and needs tend to be prioritized (Pearson et al.
2018). The insights that are gained through such an embod-
ied experience can lead to a process of examining one’s own
values and beliefs, and shed light on one’s own biases and
blind spots. Researching and being reflexive about one’s
own subjective truth may help to locate an intersubjective
or shared truth. Furthermore, examining and questioning
one’s values and beliefs can provide understanding about
the ways that they collectively shape our systems and struc-
tures, behaviors, and practices. Personal and subjective val-
ues, beliefs, and perceptions are directly related to political,
economic, and socio-cultural structures that contribute to
climate change (O’Brien and Wolf 2010). Therefore, criti-
cally reflecting on these values and beliefs and learning to
know differently through the body may have profound impli-
cations on sustainability transformations.

Artistic and creative works are borne of embodied prac-
tices. Embodiment, which can be defined as a “generative
state—generative of meaning, relationships, and an under-
standing of self” (O’Shea 2012, p. 35), plays an important
role in creating knowledge. All experiences are ultimately

embodied, since it is through the senses that we come to
access knowledge (Wiebe and Snowber 2011). To this end,
Pineau (1994) writes that ‘‘the active body learns in ways
that are eminently more personal, applicable, critical and
long-lasting than any other teaching method’’ (Pineau 1994
cited in Hamera 2006, p. 403). Embodiment can be seen as
the basis for how we make sense in the world.

In phenomenological embodiment literature, the body is
conceptualized as having meaning in itself, as opposed to
a container where meaning is stored. Experience, as phe-
nomenologist Merleau-Ponty (2017) argues, exists between
the mind and body; the body is the condition and context
through which we have relations to objects and receive
information. Even imagination is considered an embodied
experience (Merleau-Ponty 2017). Following this idea of
embodiment, we can use the body as a means to pose ques-
tions, connect with emotions and understand theoretical
concepts. This way of knowing can challenge norms that
are conditioned and often rendered invisible (Stinson 1995).

Consequently, it is through the senses and the body that
we can see and experience ourselves and the world differ-
ently, and therefore, potentially alter our perceptions and
behaviors. Embodied art forms, such as dance, performance
and theater, offer a concrete means to enact this and thus
contain transcendental, transformative potential (Leavy
2015; Wiebe and Snowber 2011). Engaging art as a means
for enacting transformation even at a small scale may lead
to emergent knowledges (Bentz 2020). We deliberately
chose performative art forms as methodologies to guide us
through new meaning-making and embodied experiences, to
see and act differently on climate change and sustainability
challenges.

Performative art forms as methods
of meaning-making

Art can use novel metaphors, analogies, or narratives that
speak to cognitive, emotional, embodied, and aesthetic
knowledges and affect how we interpret and assign value to
aspects of our life (Castree et al. 2014; Roosen et al. 2018).
Rather than instrumentalizing art to communicate on behalf
of other disciplines, art as its own method and methodol-
ogy has tremendous capacity for communicating complex
and nuanced subject matter (Bentz 2020; Hawkins 2016).
Instead of pushing authoritative claims, art practices allow
for multiple meanings to emerge. For example, a piece of
visual art can be interpreted in different ways depending on
the viewer as well as the context of viewing. Likewise, a
theater performance can facilitate a means for the audience
to experience a multitude of emotional responses to climate
change by connecting empathetically with the characters on
stage and their narratives.

@ Springer



690

Sustainability Science (2022) 17:687-699

Theatre has always been a means of not only reflecting
society back to itself, but also shaping it (Brecht and Wil-
lett 1964). As Boal (2000, p. 16) emphasizes “theater is a
form of knowledge; it should and can be a means of trans-
forming society”. Since the 1970s, deliberately socially
conscious forms such as Forum Theatre and devised theatre
have flourished. Forum Theatre, a form of the Theatre of the
Oppressed, reframes the traditional roles of spectators and
actors as “spect-actors” that can passively watch or engage
and influence the performance. The issues dealt with in
Forum Theatre are often related to social justice with the
aim to explore solutions to the oppression featured in the
performance. Devised theatre, also referred to as collective
creation, is a method of theatre-making in which the script
or performance score originates from collaborative, often
improvisatory work by the performing ensemble (Garcia
2013). This increases the level of agency and ownership each
participant has in shaping the creation, and makes space to
draw on their own lived experiences (Leavy 2015). In terms
of process, the co-creative and embodied nature of these
practices can strengthen participants’ capacity for critical
self-reflection and personal growth (Leavy 2015).

Using such theater methods can facilitate exploring real-
ity from multiple angles. These can include empathizing
with the different characters’ points of view, reflecting on
one’s own similar lived experiences, imaging new possi-
bilities, and critically engaging with the content as a whole,
and more. For instance, building on the tradition of Boal’s
(2000) Theatre of the Oppressed, Diamond (2008) views
communities as living organisms in his approach to Forum
Theatre. He draws on systems theory and demonstrates
how performance can be used as creative interventions to
interrupt cultural feedback loops. By ‘playing out’ differ-
ent scenarios, Diamond activates the audience’s capacity
for thinking about solutions to ‘wicked problems’, such as
suicide and the mental health crisis in North America. Part
of theatre’s effectiveness lies in the fact that performance
can engage complexity in a way that feels real (Saldafia
2011). By viewing emotionally or culturally ‘loaded’ content
through a creative lens, both the participants and the audi-
ence can arrive at new insight. Boal claims that theater is a
highly effective political weapon that can educate, inform,
and move people to action (Boal 1998, 2000). More than a
communication tool to engage matters in an aesthetic and
attractive and accessible ways, art can facilitate experien-
tial forms of questioning, (re)learning and thus space for
dynamic solutions to emerge.

In this paper, we build on the ideas of socially engaged
and co-creative forms of theater to explore transformation
from multiple angles and engage in the complexities of cli-
mate change through embodied art forms. We incorporate
insights on emotional, embodied, and aesthetic knowledges
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to question how we see and act on climate change and sus-
tainability challenges.

Methodology
Implementation context

This research explores embodied art and performative
practices and their potential to contribute to sustainability
transformations. Our devised theatre project, Climate Odys-
sey, serves as a case study for this research. This project
integrated a set of mixed methods that aimed to provide an
inspiring learning experience on climate change and sustain-
ability transformations and to co-create a performance with
the project participants that was performed in May 2019
(Table 1).

The process was led and facilitated by a sustainability
scientist (JB) and a performance artist and choreographer
(SDC). It was further supported by an urban sociologist
(LDC) and a human geography masters student (JS). The
form we chose was devised theatre, which begins without
a script. In devised theatre, the script develops through a
series of improvisations and collaborations carried out by
the ensemble (Garcia 2013). In contrast with more conven-
tional theater practices that work with predefined scripts,
co-creative methods may have a greater potential to create
new meanings and may increase the participants’ ownership
of the play and regarding the topic of engagement (Norris
2000).

Climate Odyssey was performed in the neighborhood of
Telheiras, located in the Northern part of Lisbon, Portugal.
Since 1960s, Telheiras has experienced a period of relatively
fast urbanization, losing most of its former farmable lands to
residential buildings. Most recently, it has become the site of
several pioneer community initiatives focusing on ecology,
intergenerational knowledge, and solidarity. Several initia-
tives have responded to the growing interest in sustainable
mobility and green areas. Telheiras is also a part of the pilot
cases of the Municipalities in Transition, a network of transi-
tion initiatives that are committed to sustainable, systemic
change (Municipalities in Transition 2020).

The Climate Odyssey process began with an open call
inviting the members of the local (Telheiras) and municipal
(Lisbon) community to join the project as self-nominated
participants. The project was centered around a series of
12 weekly interactive art-and-science workshops between
February and May 2019. In these workshops, Climate Odys-
sey was developed based on the original contributions of
the participants. These 90-min workshops took place on
weekdays in the afternoon in a community building. Fifteen
regular participants (eleven women and four men), ranging
between 22 and 75 years old, attended the sessions. Several
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Table 1 Methodological approach of Climate Odyssey

Project objectives and key themes Methods

Sources and instructions

1. Generate inspiration through metaphors Circle of objects a)

Photovoice

Embodying climate change images b)
Inspiration exercise: Science Fiction and

hybrid beings c)

Body practice and theater exercises f)

2. Discover local transformations and inter-
relations
tion a)
Affective maps e)
Photovoice

Body practice and theater exercises f)

3. Co-create meaning about climate change
tion g)

Storytelling exercise: Timeline of transforma-

tion a)

Learning game: Climate change challenge h)

Photovoice

Creative writing exercise: non-human stake-

holders a)

Embodying climate change images b)
Body practice and theater exercises f)

Answer with your feet d)
Storytelling exercise: Timeline of transforma-

Imagination exercise: Museum of Transforma-

(a) Exercise from Pearson et al. (2018)

(b) Participants work in groups with self-
researched/selected images by embodying
them

(c) Creative imagination exercise based on sci-
ence fiction images and stories

(d) Ice breaker exercise from Red Cross Red
Crescent Climate Centre Facilitation Tech-
niques and Learning Games, 2020

(e) Participants work in groups and indicate in
a map personally important places in their
neighborhood

(f) Variety of exercises for movement, body
awareness and presence

(g) A guided meditation transports participants
to the future (e.g. 2100) where they find a
museum that narrates the story of a transfor-
mation to a sustainable and equitable planet
between now and 2100. Participants work in
groups and create a common image and story
that they share with the group

(h) Learning game from Y-adapt project
(RedCross Red Crescent Climate Centre et al.
2020)

of the participants were retired or shift workers, and some
younger participants were students or unemployed and were
flexible to join afternoon sessions. Most of the participants
had no previous experience in dance or theater. Because
of this, fostering a safe space for creative risk-taking and
growth was paramount. The date for the public performance
was set a few months ahead and this informed the timeline
of the process.

Approach and rationale behind creating Climate
Odyssey

Using dance, movement, and storytelling, we grounded
this work in the body. In the weekly workshops, movement
practices comprised about half or more of the 90 min and
included acting exercises (such as by Chekhov 2005), impro-
visational games, simple choreography designed to build
ensemble, and the embodiment of images related to climate
change. The exercises focused on creating awareness for dif-
ferent body parts and for the group as a whole. This explora-
tory approach to movement involved exercises for coordinat-
ing breath and movement, for discovering the interrelation
between weight, space, and time, and for being in relation
to other bodies ‘on stage’. The participants were guided on
this exploration of body and movement and practiced a rou-
tine of movements during the 3 months of the project. Dif-
ferent exercises were added each week that correlated with
the theme of the workshop: e.g., exploring the qualities of
movement inspired by nature, animals, or the elements or

by abstract geometry; or creating relations between bodies
in space through playing with pictures related to climate
change and embodying them. Through these playful, crea-
tive exercises small vignettes, or scenes, emerged.

The interactive arts-based workshops were structured
around key themes and objectives that we as facilitators
identified as important. These were: inspirations through
metaphors (1), discovering local transformations and
interrelations (2), and co-creating meaning about climate
change (3). These elements, the key themes and objectives,
served as signposts for guiding the creative process in the
workshops (Table 1). In the following subsections, we will
explore these elements, the steps undertaken, and their role
in shaping the creative process.

The Climate Odyssey workshops were designed to create
inspiration through metaphor (1). Several arts-based exer-
cises and methods (Table 1) used metaphors and images
to inspire new perspectives on the subject matter. There
is a need for new, generative and inspiring metaphors and
narratives on climate change and transformation that go
beyond fear-based messages and are capable of fostering
hope and agency (O’Brien 2020). However, when engag-
ing with transformation, it is not always clear what exactly
needs to be transformed and why, or what consequences will
be following a transformative process. Enacting transforma-
tion can be murky territory—it requires venturing into the
unknown. This is where metaphor, image, and narrative may
act as helpful guides.
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The central metaphor of our project was that of a jour-
ney of discovery—an odyssey. The metaphor of an odys-
sey has been used in narrative structures throughout liter-
ary and dramatic history to depict an arduous adventure, as
well as an intellectual or spiritual quest. Our engagement
with metaphor guided not only the creative process, but
ultimately it shaped the structure of our performance in
which the audience ventured through the neighborhood
of Telheiras. In this way, content and form referenced one
another. Rather than focusing solely on the dangers and
catastrophic impacts of climate change, it aimed to draw
out participants’ capacity for transformative change. It
provided an invitation to embark on an odyssey into the
uncharted territory of our own individual and collective
psyches in relation to climate change.

We prepared to enter into the territory of the ‘unknown’
as creative investigators of what the future may be. Our
bedrock was the shared histories and interrelations
between the project participants who all had some rela-
tion to the neighborhood of Telheiras (2). Our objective as
facilitators was to creatively engage these shared histories
and interrelations. A guiding question of our research was
the interrelation between the community and the place and
in relation to change. We used several arts-based meth-
ods to facilitate the sharing of the participants’ own lived
experiences and stories related to environmental change.
For instance, some older participants shared stories about
the catastrophic floods in Lisbon in 1967, which caused
many deaths (Timeline of Transformation, Tablel). These
stories created the main thrust of the second scene in the
performance (see Appendix 1). We then determined a tra-
jectory of locations in the neighborhood where each scene
was set. This trajectory, an odyssey itself, elicited local
stories of change and transformation, making visible and
exploring the various aspects (social, cultural, and envi-
ronmental) of climate change.

Conceptualized as a transdisciplinary art-science-prac-
tice experiment, the workshops explored the relationship
between community and change and, on a broader scale,
the relationship between humans and nature. The creative
source material included endangered species, climate fiction,
historic events, utopian visions, and many others. These met-
aphors and inspirations were used to offer new perspectives
on climate change and to discover personal meanings (3).

Research has sought to bring climate change ‘near’ and
embed it more within local viewpoints or topics that are
relevant for a specific audience to support a process where
personal meaning is created (Hochachka 2019). During the
workshops, several methods were applied to bring climate
change near, including storytelling, embodiment exercises,
and photovoice (Table 1). Throughout the creative process,
we invited the participants to become researchers themselves
and engage in their own meaning-making process about
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climate change and the actions they wished for their com-
munity and more globally.

Data collection and analysis

To shed light on the potential contribution of embodied and
performative practices to sustainability transformations, we
collected data in several moments of the project. At the first
encounter participants filled out a short registration form,
and then a feedback form at the last workshop after the per-
formance. The registration and feedback forms assessed the
participants’ motivations and level of satisfaction with the
project as well as evaluated specific methods. In addition,
we used photovoice as a data collection method in which
participants answer questions visually via their own pho-
tography (Wang and Burris 1997). It is a transformative
means in itself and can prompt a reflective experience of
meaning-making for participants (Masterson et al. 2018).
We applied the method to initiate participants’ reflections
on their relationship to climate change and the neighbor-
hood of Telheiras. The pictures the participants captured
served as a starting point for the qualitative interviews that
followed (Castleden et al. 2008; Wang and Burris 1997).
These interviews were conducted during the last week of
the project and explored what climate change meant to the
participants, what their values were more generally, and
how the project had affected their attitudes to sustainability
and transformation. One year after the performance, par-
ticipants were also asked to take part in a follow-up sur-
vey that was sent via email. The follow-up survey aimed to
explore the longer lasting impressions and impacts of arts-
based approaches and the project itself through open-ended
questions. Of the 15 participants, 9 were interviewed and 12
responded to the feedback form and follow-up survey. The
interviews were recorded and transcribed. The transcripts
and responses to open-ended questions in the follow-up sur-
vey were then coded. Specific codes were assigned to the
data using MaxQDA.

Results and discussion

The Climate Odyssey project intended to generate inspi-
ration for transformative change through exploring local
initiatives and the relationalities between a community and
the natural world. Through this case study, we inquired into
climate change through devised theatre, dance, and sto-
rytelling. We explored how embodied art forms can lead
to a deeper understanding and connection to a topic that
is commonly perceived as abstract and distant. In this sec-
tion, we detail our process for creating Climate Odyssey and
the impact of this process on the participants and discuss
insights gained from this process.
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Co-creating a performance

Five scenes emerged from the workshops. This material
was arranged in a collage-like structure, giving the odys-
sey an abstract form. Each scene was independent from the
others and yet all of them drew on the overarching theme
of climate change, offering different viewpoints, images,
and narratives. As such, these created an overarching sto-
ryline. The scenes were enacted in five different locations
along a pathway, following the logic of a journey of dis-
covery. A “guide”, played by one of the participant actors,
led the audience on this odyssey to each of the five scenes
that were located in public spaces within the neighbor-
hood. The open-air settings were prepared with chairs for
30 spectators. To allow a larger audience to attend the per-
formance, three consecutive showings were offered. The
duration of the performance was around 80 min and was
integrated within the program of a local festival.

Each of the five scenes grew out of a combination
of devising exercises from the interactive workshops.
For instance, the hybrid beings (Fig. 1) in Scene 1 were
prompted by a creative writing exercise, in which par-
ticipants wrote poetry from the perspective of endangered
species (Non-human Stakeholders; Table 1). Offering an
alternative to an anthropocentric view on climate change,
the choreographed movements of the dancers illustrated
the interrelationship and interconnectedness between
humans and nature. Depicting the awakening of a single
creature, the movements of its individual parts were shown
to impact the whole of the being and vice versa through a
choreographed sequence of a wave drawing lines against
the wall behind the dancers in a harmonious ‘chain’ effect
of movement (Fig. 1).

Fig.1 Scene 1, photo by Ana
Isa Mourinho

Then, as Scene 1 came to a close, the atmosphere began
to change as the ‘chain of connection’ broke down and mor-
phed into an image of survival and disconnection. The move-
ments of the dancers were driven by the opposing forces of
hope and desperation, control and rebellion, oppression, and
subversion. The scene explored possible future scenarios
in a warming world. It juxtaposed the specific impacts of
climate change on a community as well as the community’s
resilience.

In contrast to the abstract and imaginative quality of
Scene 1, Scene 2 explored concrete past and present impacts
related to extreme weather events. Staged as a ‘coffee table
dialogue’, the scene was created from a storytelling exer-
cise, where participants were asked to share experiences that
made them aware of a changing climate. A more traditional
theatre style was adopted as the performers’ individual mem-
ories of how they first came to notice the impacts of climate
change were structured into dialogue (Fig. 2).

Scene 3 centered on the inner conflict between engaging
in climate action and the personal struggle to believe that a
single person can make a change. The scene developed out
of a monologue written by one of the participants express-
ing doubt about his individual actions to address climate
change (e.g., composting, shorter showers) knowing that
other actions (e.g., buying a new smartphone) would level
out his efforts. This scene brought forward the reality that
facing climate change requires profound individual and sys-
temic changes. This monologue was contrasted with another
performer, a pregnant woman, dancing in the background
suggesting the possibility of a rebirth of humanity. Scene
3 hinged on the juxtaposition between her dance and his
words, between sadness and hope, rational thinking, and
intuitive knowing. The woman’s soft movements evoked the
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Fig.2 Scene 3, photo by Ana
Isa Mourinho

possibility of transformation and what is yet to come, con-
trasted with the technical language of measuring one’s own
impact expressed in the young man’s monologue (Fig. 3).
In Scene 4, ‘humanity’ as a whole is depicted as being
both responsible for climate change and as the victim of
its impacts. The actors representing ‘humanity’ walk from
one side to the other, representing a mass movement. From
time to time, they stop to embody an image, a tableau, and
then return to their walking state. These ‘frozen pictures’
drew on images collected by the participants as part of their
individual research. The pictures depicted weather-related

Fig.3 Scene 3, photo by Ana
Isa Mourinho
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events (floods of Idai, Mozambique, 2019; floods of Lisbon,
1967; fires of Pedrogdo Grande, Portugal, 2017) that the
participants considered important due their scale, impact,
or symbolic value (Fig. 4).

In contrast to the dark tone of Scene 4, the final scene,
Scene 5, ended the performance on a note of community
building and connection. Set in a local green space this
scene used music, specifically a drum circle, to foster the
idea that resilience can be achieved with collaboration.
Audience members were invited to become performers and
take a participatory role in creating the final scene. Through
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Fig.4 Scene 4, photo by Ana
Isa Mourinho

a series of exercises based on listening and repeating, they
created the music for the final scene (Fig. 5). This process
moved the attention toward the ‘voice’ of the whole of the
group and spoke to the profound human need for belong-
ing and the desire to feel in harmony in a group. The co-
creative approach of the drum circle related to the capacity
of individuals to act consciously as a whole. The final act of
planting a tree together concluded the performance through
a symbol of hope.

The Climate Odyssey performance moved the audience
to tears and laughter and was a powerful way to culminate

Fig.5 Scene 5, photo by Ana
Isa Mourinho

this research. The positive reception of the performance
was in part due to the commitment of the participants to the
workshops and the creative process as a whole. Through-
out the regular meetings, individuals took the risk to share
their experiences and different ways of knowing. The group
embraced this vulnerability and showed one another that
these experiences were of value. From this, a sense of com-
munity emerged among the group. This could be seen in the
increasing chatter among the participants at the beginning
and after each workshop session, the hugging and kisses
to greet and say good-bye, and in the overall supportive
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atmosphere during the sessions. Through fostering a safe
space and a foundation of trust, participants were supported
in taking personal and creative risks. This allowed each
participant to overcome personal obstacles as performer-
creators and to develop confidence both as individuals and
as an ensemble. Taking part in the creation and performance
of Climate Odyssey was an accomplishment for many of
them. The overwhelmingly positive reaction of the audience
reinforced this sense of achievement. It also empowered par-
ticipants to see the value of taking action through creative
means.

Exploring the transformative potential of embodied
art forms

How do we determine if an action, such as creating Climate
Odyssey, had a transformative impact? We will argue here
that transformation may be made up of several subtle, yet
profound, individual changes. Recognizing the challenges
related to measuring these impacts, this article set out to
explore the potential of performative arts practices for con-
tributing to equitable and sustainable transformations. There
is a knowledge—action gap for many people when it comes
to moving beyond abstract notions of climate change and
instead relating to sustainability in a way that empowers per-
sonal agency. Drawing on personal, embodied knowledges
through art practices may be a way to address this gap and to
create innovative solution spaces. Acknowledging the power
of emotions and other ways of knowing, we used art to help
us reevaluate our daily actions, challenge cultural norms, and
realize the interconnection between body and mind.

The dataset, including qualitative interviews, feedback
forms, and the survey a year after the performance, pro-
vided some insight on the new meanings and perspectives
the project generated among the participants. Two themes
that are particularly relevant for sustainability transforma-
tions were identified through this data. These were: a new
sense of agency, and a different relationship to the topic of
climate change. The deeper sense of personal agency may
have emerged through the reflective exercises that were
built into the project. Over the course of several months,
participants and we as facilitators explored a set of ques-
tions around the relationships to self, others and nature and
reflected upon one’s role in contributing to just and sustain-
able change. Possibly, this led to a greater sense of agency as
the following quote from a participant interview suggests: “I
think that the whole process of the [Climate] Odyssey work-
shops will help me to put things into practice. [...] I mean
it made me think deeper about my own role, or what I could
do as an individual, a lot deeper than I did before. [...] I
think my experience will influence other people who did not
participate in the workshop also.” This finding may relate
to Freire’s insight that “responsibility cannot be acquired
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intellectually, but only through experience” (Freire 1974, p.
13) and highlights the importance of experiential, embodied
learning to develop empowerment and agency.

Furthermore, this sense of agency extended to a deeper
appreciation for building relationships and teamwork in
community. In reflecting 1 year after the performance, the
co-creative process was one of the aspects that stayed most
strongly with the participants. In the follow-up survey, one
participant wrote: “The greatest learning was the experi-
ence provided by the interaction with very different people.
An almost ad-hoc team produced something greater than
the sum of the parts.” This supports the premise that such
co-creative processes featuring different actors have deeply
inspiring and empowering effects. The co-creative process
showed that, despite the challenge and messiness of engag-
ing complexity and the unknown, it is possible to produce
impactful, and even aesthetically satisfying work as a group.

Art’s ability to create agency among people can be
attributed to its potential to provide moments of learning
and inspiration (Bentz and O’Brien 2019). This naturally
relates to the second theme we recognized in our data: the
development of a different relationship to climate change by
participants. One participant emphasized that the framing
and metaphor of climate change transformations as a journey
of discovery led to new perspectives: “For me it was a way to
have a deeper understanding of climate change and to have
also different solutions in mind. I would say, more collective
ones. I think that I also became more optimistic. Because I
was really pessimistic about it in the beginning.” This quote
speaks to findings that the transformative potential of art is
related to its capacity to attend to and transform emotions,
creating positive emotions such as hope, responsibility, care,
and solidarity (Ryan 2016). It can then activate the desire
to engage and contribute to alternative futures. It may cre-
ate a force and a desire to help close the gap between what
we know and what we do about climate change (Galafassi
et al. 2018).

Furthermore, engaging with art can help people to see
things from new angles through its ability to “slow down”
thinking (Stengers 2005). It is potentially in this “slowing
down” that creative processes facilitate that participants have
the opportunity to question their frames of reference and
practice reflexivity. For instance, the photovoice exercise
was an important tool within this process, as the following
interview quote demonstrates: “I think it [the photovoice
exercise] made you go a lot deeper into the questions [...].
If T just had to write the answers, I would have probably
answered all those questions in two minutes. But the chal-
lenge was to take a picture to answer that question, so that
actually made me think about it.” The shift in perspective
that is achieved through this exercise hinges on its openness,
which allows for free thinking without expectation—and
therefore the emergence of new knowledge.
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Overall, the follow-up survey a year later showed that
Climate Odyssey’s emphasis on experiential and embodied
learning facilitated an atmosphere of “community, oneness,
growth, path to self-awareness and awareness of the world”
among the participants, and a sense of “becoming aware by
experiencing the whole being, through the physical, emo-
tional, mental and in the collective” (a participant’s quotes in
follow-up survey). This supports the importance of dissolv-
ing the Cartesian belief of a mind body divide and, instead,
engaging the innate knowledge that our senses perceive and
hold when we address complex problems such as climate
change. It provides insight into the potential of embodied
art forms to facilitate spaces in which local transformations
can take place.

Limitations

In retrospect, a potential limitation of our approach was a
limited synergistic collaboration between the community
and the local authorities. We believe that there is a need
to closely collaborate with local authorities in a synergis-
tic way to produce sustained impact and to shift systems.
System shifts occur when the values and principles of two
entities are aligned and when both are committed to sustain-
able change (Sharma 2017). We believe that, in the future,
a stronger alignment can be fostered through value-based
conversations focusing on the common ground between the
project and the supporting institutions. As with many sus-
tainability projects, there is a risk that the creative impulse
may be lost without a supportive structure to advance the
insights and energy generated by the project. Recognizing
the need to nurture the newly created sense of community
and agency, we planted three trees in the neighborhood that
are native to the Iberian Peninsula, one at the end of each
performance. This was an attempt to create a symbol for
the generated sense of responsibility and care that required
continuous commitment from the community members.

Conclusion

This paper argues for an integrative approach to sustain-
ability transformations. It seeks to embrace the body-mind
as one, to fuse art and science, and to integrate diverse forms
of knowledge in an open, collaborative, and creative way.
Through the co-creative, embodied art-science-practice
learning approach of the Climate Odyssey project, we have
illustrated the potential of such forms for engaging commu-
nities and evoking insight into the ‘how’ of equitable, just
and sustainable transformations.

While we do not provide absolute answers on the man-
ner of transformation, nor a blueprint for performative
approaches to sustainability, we share some insight on the

power of integrative and embodied approaches to climate
change transformation. There is a need for further research
on embedded and embodied forms of learning and engag-
ing climate change in community, specifically the longer
term impacts of arts-based learning approaches. Yet, three
insights stand out from this study as being potentially
important for understanding the impact of the project: the
use of metaphors, embedding the project locally, and the
use of several creative-embodied practices.

Engaging in sustainability transformation through meta-
phor represented an effective aspect of the project that
contributed to new perspectives on climate change trans-
formation and one’s role in relation to it. The metaphor of
the odyssey set the tone for an open-ended inquiry related
to the various individual and collective aspects of climate
change. Metaphors can help exploring processes of change
and transformation from different angles, for instance, by
offering alternative framings to the usual emphasis on dis-
aster in climate narratives. Metaphors and images can also
inspire the participants, such as the hybrid human-animal
beings in our case, which allowed performers to inquire
into the potential unfolding of different scenarios of trans-
formative change through play and embodiment.

Embedding the project and process locally through par-
ticipants’ stories helps to bring climate change near, to
create meaning and foster connection among participants.
Exploring and understanding local complexities ‘on the
ground’ makes the impact of such work more tangible.
By centering the lived experience and expertise of par-
ticipants from Telheiras, an opportunity was formed to
establish an atmosphere of mutual learning and knowledge
inclusion. Through the open-ended nature of the process,
both participants and facilitators embarked on a sort of
odyssey that centered creative and collaborative problem-
solving and learning.

Most importantly through the open-ended process, draw-
ing from many creative and embodied practices, a space
can emerge for meaning about climate change to be co-
created. Experiential exercises such as photovoice, dance
and movement, role play, poetry writing, and the creation
of a performance help exploring what (climate) change and
transformation means for us individually and collectively.
These practices provide spaces for creative imagination and
experimentation. This makes embodied art forms powerful
tools for exploring climate change and transformations to
sustainability in a way that creates hope, inspiration, and
agency.
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