
Revista Lusófona de Estudos Culturais / Lusophone Journal of Cultural Studies, Vol. 11, No. 1, 2024, e024010
https://doi.org/10.21814/rlec.5788

Climate Change: Social and Cultural Challenges
Alterações Climáticas: Desafios Sociais e Culturais

Alice Balbé 
Centro de Estudos de Comunicação e Sociedade, Instituto de Ciências Sociais, Universidade do Minho, Braga, Portugal

Edson Capoano 
Escola Superior de Propaganda e Marketing, São Paulo, Brazil

Alejandro Barranquero 
Departamento de Comunicação, Universidade Carlos III de Madrid, Madrid, Spain

Climate change is one of the foremost global challenges. It is global because shifts 
in climate patterns impact people differently, but ultimately, everyone will be affected. 
Recent reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), including 
the sixth assessment (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2023), underscore 
the interplay between geographical location and economic, political, and socio-cultural 
factors. That means that factors such as social class, race, ethnicity, gender and age, 
which are associated with different levels of social vulnerability, influence the likelihood 
of suffering from the impacts of the phenomenon and complicate the ability to cope with 
them, highlighting the social challenges related to climate action and climate justice.

This intersection between the climate emergency and other contemporary social 
issues makes it ever more important to bring social and cultural challenges into pub-
lic debate. Historian Dipesh Chakrabarty, a leading figure in post-colonial studies, has 
highlighted the distinctions and dichotomies between 'natural', 'human', planetary, and 
global history. He argues that for many years, the environmental issue has been largely 
absent from historical discourse, particularly regarding human impact on Earth's history. 
In Chakrabarty's (2021) view, these concepts are interconnected; the human condition 
has evolved to become increasingly planetary. According to the author, 'planetary' refers 
to the connection between the Earth's system, species, and human society on the planet, 
while 'global' pertains to interactions, consumption, capitalism, and extractivism.

Recently, Afghanistan, Argentina, Brazil, Burundi, China, the United States of 
America, Indonesia, Kenya, Tanzania and Uruguay experienced heavy rains in just the 
first half of the year. According to the US agency National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA), January had already recorded a high global average rainfall, 
along with the highest average temperature in much of the world (National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration /National Centers for Environmental Information, 2024). 
Predictions indicate that 2024 will be the hottest year on record since data collection be-
gan 174 years ago. In Europe, the ten hottest years on record have all occurred since 2007, 
with the three hottest years since 2020 (Copernicus Climate Change Service & World 
Meteorological Organization, 2023).

In Brazil, the most significant climate catastrophe ever recorded took place in the 
South, underscoring the severity of the correlation between climate and social challenges. 
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In 2024, the state of Rio Grande do Sul (RS), the southernmost in the country, experi-
enced intense rainfall and flooding, impacting 2,100,000 people and around 90% of the 
state — an area larger than the United Kingdom. Some regions saw rainfall equivalent to 
the average for three months in just ten days, and 390 towns declared a state of public 
calamity. According to a report by the Defesa Civil – RS (Civil Defence – RS; 2024), 450 
out of 497 towns were affected, disrupting electricity distribution and water supply. The 
death toll exceeds one hundred, with a similar number of people missing and 500,000 
people displaced. More than 11,000 animals are believed to have been affected. Roads 
have also been damaged, making travel difficult. Many of these municipalities had al-
ready been hit by heavy rains in September 2023. Many towns are expected to require 
rebuilding in alternative regions (Guimarães, 2024). 

The media are beginning to categorise the victims of this phenomenon as "climate 
displaced persons", and government officials have adopted the expressions "extreme 
weather events" and "heavy and persistent rainfall" within "force of nature" narratives to 
sidestep political accountability for preventative measures. Reports indicate that disaster 
risk management has been neglected in the state since 2017. Environmental agencies 
have issued numerous warnings about the impacts of the climate crisis and the urgent 
need for disaster prevention and response (Marcuzzo, 2024). In another part of Brazil, 
the Northeast region, the State of Maranhão faced flooding due to continuous rains in 
April, leading to over 30 cities declaring a state of emergency (Nascimento, 2024).

Meanwhile, in Spain, the Catalan Water Agency (ACA) has decreed water distri-
bution restrictions because reserves have fallen to less than a quarter of their capac-
ity in 2023 and early 2024 in more than 200 locations, including Barcelona. In recent 
years, 55% of Spain's territory has been at very extreme risk from fires, and forecasts of 
increasingly frequent emergency circumstances throughout the Mediterranean include: 
"more intense and prolonged heatwaves, longer droughts and very low relative humidi-
ties" (World Wide Fund for Nature, 2023). Moreover, the report on the State of Spain's 
climate (Agencia Estatal de Meteorología, 2023) confirms a record number of heatwave 
days. Historic sites such as the Doñana marshes in Andalusia have reached maximum 
levels of drought, aggravated by the over-exploitation of aquifers to irrigate large estates.

Various international agreements, such as the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, known through the annual Conferences of the Parties, 
the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity, the Paris Agreement, and the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, have called for political responses and 
effective local action to prevent the rise in planetary temperatures. Baldwin-Cantello et al. 
(2023) discuss the triple challenge of limiting the temperature rise to below 2°C, promot-
ing well-being for all, halting and reversing biodiversity loss, and preventing even more 
severe consequences of climate change. Having a clean, healthy, and sustainable envi-
ronment is also considered a human right, recognised by the United Nations Human 
Rights Council (United Nations, 2022).

The proposal to discuss the social and cultural challenges of climate change within 
the framework of cultural studies aims to incorporate diverse perspectives on this reality, 
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which are often focused primarily on the physical and technical aspects of the phenom-
enon. The large number of contributions for this special edition of the journal reflects 
both the relevance of the topic and the importance of the interdisciplinary approach 
required to address climate change. Several studies have demonstrated that cultural di-
mensions influence the interpretation of information, knowledge acquisition, perception 
of problems and risks, as well as forms of action and reaction. The historical and cultural 
context shapes the consumption of information, its translation into public and political 
issues, and the perception of agency (Carvalho, 2010), as cognitive and affective aspects 
influence behaviour (Lázaro et al., 2011).

Media coverage has been the focus of several studies because of its crucial role in 
mediating scientific discourse. Communication plays a significant role in political en-
gagement (Carvalho et al., 2017), which becomes even more critical in the present con-
text of polarisation (Falkenberg et al., 2022), disinformation (Lewandowsky, 2021), and 
the prevalence of social networks (Balbé & Carvalho, 2017; León et al., 2022). Recent 
studies have also investigated strategies for communicating climate change (Balbé & 
Loose, 2020; Loose & Carvalho, 2023), as well as the psychological effects associat-
ed with it, such as eco-anxiety (Clayton, 2020). Youth climate activist movements have 
garnered significant attention from researchers, particularly since 2019, when protests 
surged with the emergence of the Fridays for Future movement, led by Greta Thunberg, 
among others (Amondarain et al., 2022; Santos et al., 2024).

Youth engagement has also been analysed from a moral standpoint. The research 
project Youth Engagement with Sustainable Development Goals: The Choice of Moral 
Arguments in News for Use in Debate focused on examining the connection between 
moral reasoning and the consumption of news related to climate change. This study in-
volved young people from Brazil and Portugal who participated in a psychometric ques-
tionnaire (Costa et al., 2022; Costa & Capoano, 2023) and the classification of environ-
mental news comments on ex-Twitter (X; Capoano, Costa & Balbé, 2024). News analyses 
were conducted to examine how moral attributes are used in environmental media cov-
erage and their influence on news consumption (Capoano & Balbé, 2023). The findings 
indicate a strong adherence to moral principles such as harm/care and justice/betrayal 
in discussions about climate change and engagement (Capoano, Balbé & Costa, 2024), 
underscoring the socio-cultural impact of the issue. The experience of the project fuelled 
the idea of broadening the debate.

In this context, this thematic volume on Climate Change: Social and Cultural 
Challenges addresses aspects related to communication, journalism, engagement, activ-
ism, digital platforms, art and artistic and eco-activist approaches, cinema, decoloniality, 
public perception of climate change and socio-environmental vulnerabilities related to 
health and housing.

One collection of articles focuses directly on activists and different forms of ac-
tivism. The article "The Hybridisation of Journalism in Fostering Engagement with the 
Climate Cause: A Reception Study with Brazilian Activists" presents the findings of focus 
groups involving 60 activists from Brazil's five regions. The authors, Caroline Jacobi, 
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Débora Steigleder, Eliege Fante and Eloisa Loose, focus their analysis on the challenges 
of communicating climate change in the current scenario of climate emergency and the 
dissemination of information through online platforms such as social networks, empha-
sising the need for journalism to adapt to engagement.

The article "Climate Emergency and Youth Activism: A Case Study in Lisbon", 
authored by Mariana Castro, analyses youth activism and the actions undertaken by 
four organised activist movements in Portugal. The author explores the concept of the 
Anthropocene and examines how current activist movements are responding to the cli-
mate emergency. This response is reshaping public and political participation, where 
young people seek to have a voice and agency in discussions about their futures.

In the article "Young Activists and Climate Justice: An Analysis of the Articulations 
of Txai Suruí and Amanda Costa", authors Criselli Montipó and Myrian Del Vecchio-Lima 
analyse the profiles and posts of the two young Brazilian activists on the social network 
Instagram. Txai Suruí and Amanda Costa are members of the United Nations Global  
Compact  Youth  Committee and the Engajamundo network, a youth leadership network 
for young Brazilians. Txai Suruí belongs to the Paiter Suruí indigenous community in 
Rondônia, while Amanda Costa is from the outskirts of São Paulo. Both activists use 
their Instagram profiles to promote and advocate for socio-environmental rights through 
educational and explanatory content. They share video resources to address the environ-
ment, human rights, citizenship, social participation and climate justice.

Within the scope of artistic approaches, two articles examine the production of 
meaning, processes of education, perception, action and awareness of the world through 
cultural production, activist art, ecological art, and audiovisual art. The article "Activist 
Art and Ecological Art: Exploring the Interplay of Culture, Environment, and Society, 
Artistic Approaches, and Cultural Production Contexts" discusses the political identity 
of art and the relationship between cultural practices and the environment. The author, 
Tatiana Vargas, reflects on the role of ecological art and cultural practices in the produc-
tion of knowledge, education, and critical thinking and provides examples of activist 
practices and artists in Portugal.

In the article "The Contributions of Two Latin American Documentaries to an 
Expanded Perception of Climate Change from a Decolonial Perspective", author Denise 
Tavares examines female protagonism and the struggles of indigenous and marginalised 
populations. She analyses the documentaries Hija de la Laguna (Daughter of the Lake; 
2015), directed by Peruvian Ernesto Cabellos, and A Mãe de Todas as Lutas (The Mother 
of all Fights; 2021), directed by Brazilian Susanna Lira. This paper, based on film analysis, 
discusses the scenic and rhetorical construction of the protagonists, as well as social 
justice, colonialism, and decolonial theory.

Three other articles explore the theme of narratives and vulnerabilities, either through 
public perception or theoretical proposals. The article "Composing Worlds: Exploring 
the Metamorphosis of the World in the Age of Climate Change and Its Implications for 
Health" discusses the global challenges of climate change from the transdisciplinary pro-
ject Composing Worlds: Humanities, Well-Being and Health, which includes specialists 
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from the humanities, social sciences, and health fields. Authors Diogo Vidal, Marina 
Prieto Afonso Lencastre, Hélder Silva Lopes, Susana Magalhães, and Rui Estrada build 
upon the idea of the metamorphosis of life and the social and environmental applica-
tion of Beck's concept (2016) to reflect on integrating climate change risks into human 
and non-human health, sustainability, and well-being. They also explore strategies for 
addressing the climate emergency through adaptation and mitigation, taking into ac-
count different socio-cultural contexts. The authors propose thematic clusters for tack-
ling the challenges and risks of climate change on health and well-being, reflecting on 
the need for new ways of being, living and thinking about the world.

The article "Climate Change Narratives in TikTok Brazil: From Diagnosis to Despair" 
centres on the public perception of climate change on this platform, which has gained 
significant popularity in Brazil in recent years. The authors, Simone Evangelista and 
Marcelo Garcia, analyse posts related to climate change in Portuguese. In the posted 
videos, they realised that, despite the consensus on the problem and its urgency, some 
aspects related to the complexity of the issue ultimately receive less attention, possibly 
due to the characteristics of the social network where alarmist narratives prevail and few 
sources of scientific information are identified.

Finally, in the article "Probing Climate Change Perceptions in Vulnerable Enclaves: 
Resilient Realities in the Buffalo City Municipality, South Africa", author Natal Buthelezi 
analyses the challenges of coping with climate change in informal settlements. The 
research focuses on the perceptions of climate change risks among the population of 
the Duncan Village settlements in the Buffalo City Municipality, South Africa. Applying 
the climate change hazard and risk perception conceptual model, the author analyses 
the education and economic status, knowledge about the phenomenon, sources of in-
formation and personal experiences with risk based on information collected through 
questionnaires, interviews and focus groups. Cross-referencing this information with 
the housing building typologies and the lack of housing maintenance demonstrates that 
economic constraints, assigning responsibility to the State and the need to raise aware-
ness about climate change jeopardise mitigation and adaptation actions. Historical lo-
cal political dynamics and gender disparities, with women experiencing deeper layers 
of vulnerability than men, also shape risk perceptions. The author recommends educa-
tion, communication, and outreach strategies that involve various agents from the local 
community and government.

Translation: Anabela Delgado
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