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Climate Change as a Crisis of Recognition:
Alternative Climate Imaginaries for Food
Sovereignty in Brazil

Juliana E. Goncalves

1 Introduction

Climate change is increasingly exposing global inequalities, where those
who contribute the least to socio-environmental degradation dispropor-
tionately bear the impacts of climate change (Dodman et al., 2022;
Sultana, 2022). Despite this systemic understanding grounded in crit-
ical scholarship, institutional responses to the climate crisis remain
largely fixated on short-term, technology-based incremental improve-
ments within existing systems (Loorbach, 2022). Such an approach not
only fails to address the systemic causes of climate change and its struc-
tural consequences but also reinforces existing social inequalities and
dispossession across gender, race, and class (Sultana, 2022). The persis-
tent focus on risk management and system optimisation furthermore
reflects a fundamental institutional lock-in, where strategies to address
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the climate crisis are constrained by the need to minimise disruption to
the status quo (Loorbach, 2022).

In response to this apparent inertia, the last few years have seen a
growing literature on imagination and imaginaries in relation to climate
change, usually within a narrative of “crisis of imagination.” Within this
narrative, there is a distinction between those who understand imag-
ination as a faculty of the individual mind and those who view the
imaginary as a social construct and collective capacity. The former tends
to focus on experr imagination (e.g. Hajer & Versteeg, 2019; Zeven-
bergen et al., 2024). While this direction can hold promise if tied to
critical approaches that challenge ideological control, cultural hegemony,
capitalist domination, colonial education, and cultural erasure (Fanon,
1952; Miraftab, 2017; Mbembe, 2019; Thiong'o, 1986), there is a risk
of fostering top-down expert practices that (continue) to marginalise
potentially disruptive alternatives.

This article centres on the second understanding—imaginaries as a
political collective capacity. In this view, I argue that a crisis of imagi-
nation is also a crisis of recognition—a failure to recognise the transfor-
mative potential of alternative imaginaries that resist “on the margins”
of dominant systems and narratives. Paraphrasing Esteva (2009), those
most marginalised by dominant climate imaginaries are the ones increas-
ingly dedicated to marginalising these imaginaries. They do so by
creating the symbolic and material conditions for alternative imaginaries
to emerge. These groups envision futures where values like ecological
balance, social justice, and collective well-being take precedence over
individualism and economic growth. Their collective and social practices
of resistance encode claims to the normative—what it should be—as well
as the possible—what it could be—forming alternative imaginaries that
are “promissory, deterministic and performative” (Whiteley et al., 2016).

In the context of food systems, dominant imaginaries respond to
climate change through efficiency-based, market-driven, and technology-
centred discourses and strategies (Guthman & Fairbairn, 2023). In
Brazil, such discourses and practices align with how agribusiness oper-
ates (Fernandes, 2024), exacerbated by Brazil’s peripheral position in
the global food system, which makes the country highly dependent on
global demands. The historical legacy of colonialism has also led to
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concentrated land ownership, precarious labour conditions, and ongoing
conflicts with indigenous communities (Porto, 2025). At the same time,
farmer movements advocating for land redistribution have been active
for decades, with new movements emerging more recently. One example
is Teia dos Povos (translated as “Web of Peoples”), a network of commu-
nities, territories, peoples, and political organisations across rural and
urban Brazil, committed to formulating paths for collective emancipa-
tion through food sovereignty. Teia dos Povos differs from traditional
land redistribution movements by enacting a distinct food imaginary that
promotes new relationships to land, nature, and people.

However, the dominant logic of food as a commodity often over-
shadows these alternative approaches. Discourses and marketing strate-
gies continue to highlight agribusiness’ role in driving the national
economy (Fernandes, 2024). The focus on the economic value of the
agrobusiness over land security and food sovereignty illustrates the how
alternative imaginaries not fitting into onto-epistemology of the domi-
nant order are consequently considered economically unfeasible or not
scalable. This chapter therefore argues that alternative climate imagi-
naries, particularly those grounded in relational ontologies and prefigura-
tive politics, offer transformative pathways to address the systemic roots
of climate change but need to be investigated through another lens.

To fully understand alternative imaginaries, we must understand how
they challenge dominant onto-epistemologies through their alternative
ways of being as well as how they materialise and fixate in everyday life
and practices. To do so, the chapter combines the concepts of climate
imaginaries and prefigurative politics to understand the transformative
potential of alternative imaginaries from a political ontology perspec-
tive. Through a grounded theoretical analysis of primary source material
produced by Teia dos Povos, the chapter demonstrates how alternative
climate imaginaries disrupt dominant ontologies, opening space through
prefigurative politics for more just and ecological practices here and now.
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2 Theoretical Background
2.1 Climate Imaginaries and Their Ontologies

The concept of “climate imaginaries” was introduced by Levy and Spicer
(2013) as socio-semiotic systems that structure a field around a set of
shared understandings of the climate. Accordingly, climate imaginaries
imply a “particular mode of organising production and consumption and
a prioritisation of environmental and cultural values” (ibid). Through
this understanding, they examine the struggle among NGOs, busi-
nesses, and state agencies over four core climate imaginaries: “fossil
fuels forever”, “climate apocalypse”, “techno-market”, and “sustainable
lifestyles”. Their analysis focused on global discourses around climate
change. Since then, imaginaries of climate change have been explored
largely through a focus on discursive and symbolic inquiries, as recently
highlighted in a special issue in the Geoforum Journal (Machen et al.,
2023). Such discursive approach, however, overlooks how discourse and
materiality are imbricated.

Following a materialistic approach, Celermajer et al. (2024) have
put forward three globally dominant imaginaries of a climate changed
future, which they call “business as usual”, “techno-fix” and “apocalypse”
and to which they contrast the alternative imaginaries from commu-
nities in India and Australia. From this understanding, they propose a
more holistic definition of climate imaginaries, where “imaginaries are
created, sustained, and transformed through debates, the generation of
discourses, and through cultural practices and products like stories or
films” (ibid). They furthermore argue that “the ways in which people live,
the forms of material flows in which they are involved, and the concrete
relations with other humans and the more-than-human that comprise
their forms of life are not mere reflections of existing imaginaries, but
prefigurative sources of those imaginaries” (ibid). This definition thus
moves beyond the realm of economic production and consumption
proposed earlier by Levy and Spicer (2013), highlighting the need for an
ontologically approach to understanding alternative climate imaginaries.

When thinking about the climate crisis and political and cultural
struggles that seek to create alternative imaginaries, it is necessary first
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to dwell into the cultural and philosophical tradition from which domi-
nant imaginaries emerge and operate within. Following the political
ontology approach delineate by Escobar (2018), this tradition follows
a modern onto-epistemology rooted in four fundamental beliefs. The
belief in the individual is linked to the notion that we exist as sepa-
rate individuals and has been the most enduring and naturalised belief
in Western modern society, which explains the “cultural war against
relational ways of being” (Escobar, 2018, p. 83). The belief in the real
is related to a rationalistic view on the world that prioritises reason,
logic, and evidence as the primary sources of knowledge. It underlines
both human mastery of nature, aligning with patriarchal structures that
subordinate both women and nature, as well as the colonial notion
of universalism (ibid). The belief in science relates to the hegemony of
modern science and technology. It was with modernity that societies
became pervasive with expert knowledge and discourses, which in turn
transformed them. Given its monopoly over knowledge, modern science
cannot even enter in dialogue with other forms of knowledge (ibid). The
belief in the economy is a belief in a “almost-entity” called the economy,
a separate domain of thought and action, supported by the science
of economics and grounded in the principles of free markets, limited
government intervention, and individual economic freedom.

With the consolidation of “the economy” in the eighteenth century,
the four beliefs have been shaping the cultural history and everyday
life primarily but not only in the West, particularly after globalisa-
tion. These beliefs have also shaped dominant climate imaginaries. Take
the “techno-market” or “techno-fix” imaginary as example. This imag-
inary is committed to a narrative of “green” growth and progress with
humans retaining an instrumental and extractivist relationship with the
more-than-human. It foregrounds the narrative that climate change is
amenable to technological solutions, produced by modern science and
distributed through free market capitalism. Such imaginary heavily relies
on geoengineering and the large deployment of renewable energy tech-
nologies, including solar energy and electric cars, while largely ignoring
the socio-environmental impacts these technologies have (Kraaijvanger
et al., 2023; Stock & Sovacool, 2023; Yenneti et al., 2016). The four
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beliefs entail an ontological dualism: the individual s a relational under-
standing of the self; the “real” Western world us pluriverse worlds;
modern science us “other” knowledges; and the economy ws alterna-
tives to capitalism. Following this, alternative climate imaginaries seek to
create conditions for alternative more-than-human relations, alternative
worldviews, alternative knowledge, and alternative economies to emerge
(Celermajer et al., 2024).

2.2  Prefiguring Alternative Climate Imaginaries

The ontological framework described above connects to the holistic
approach to prefigurative politics as proposed by Monticelli (2022):
“Prefigurative politics aims to imagine, produce and reproduce—materi-
ally—new collective subjects and subjectivities, new democratic modes of
participation and new decision-making processes—in other words, new
forms of life.” (p. 24). This definition aligns closely with the definition
of climate imaginaries proposed by Celermajer et al. (2024). Monticelli
further presents three interrelated features to understand social change
as conceived in prefigurative politics: the mechanism of change; the
relationship to (state) power; and the temporality of change. Through
mechanisms of interstitial erosion and embodiment, prefigurative poli-
tics grounds change in material reality and experimentation, highlighting
alternative modes of social reproduction and presentation of life. The
relation to (state) power of prefigurative politics is characterised by self-
determination, emancipation, and empowerment through the creation of
alternative material conditions that enable other ways of living. Finally,
prefigurative politics entails social change that happens in the present but
develops processually, immanently, and slowly, involving thus a different
kind of temporality. This means that prefigurative politics cannot be
understood through the same lenses as representative and contentious
politics. Like alternative climate imaginaries, many scholars and critics
of prefigurative politics have limited the understanding of prefigurative
politics to the realm of economic production and reproduction, failing to
grasp their holistic potential beyond economics (see Monticelli’s critique,

ibid, p. 24).
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While Monticelli (2022) defines a framework to differentiate prefigu-
rative politics from representative and contentious politics, Yates (2014)
looks at the compound of five identifiable processes within prefigura-
tive politics: collective experimentation; the imagining, production and
circulation of political meanings; the creating of new and future-oriented
social norms or “conduct’; the consolidation of these political meanings
and social norms in material environments or social orders; and the diffu-
sion and contamination of ideas, messages and goals to wider networks
and groups. As such, “prefiguration involves combining the imagina-
tive construction of ‘alternatives’, within either mobilisation-related or
everyday activities, with some strategic attempt to ensure their future
political relevance” (ibid). To these “constructive” processes, one more
process can be added, which is the deconstruction of capitalist relations
(Feola, 2026 this book).

The theoretical framework discussed above is illustrated in Fig. 1 as
a conceptual model to understand prefigurative politics from an onto-
logical perspective. At the centre of the diagram lies the alternative
climate imaginary which emerges from within the dominant imagi-
nary, that is, through interstitial erosion (Monticelli, 2022). Prefiguration
here entails destructive processes (Feola, 2026, this book) by the rejec-
tion of the four fundamental beliefs pervasive in dominant imaginaries
(Escobar, 2018) as well as constructive processes through experimenta-
tion, meaning making, encoding, consolidation, and diffusion (Yates,
2014). In the following section, I employ this conceptual framework
to illustrate how alternative climate imaginaries manifest through these
dynamics with Teia dos Povos as empirical context.

3 Alternative Climate Imaginaries
for Food Sovereignty in Brazil

Teia dos Povos is a network of communities, territories, peoples, and
political organisations across rural and urban Brazil, with the aim of
formulating paths to collective emancipation through food sovereignty.
Teia dos Povos emerged in 2012 in the first Jornada da Agroecologia
(Journey of Agroecology), a local conference in the state of Bahia, which
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Fig. 1 Conceptual model of prefiguration from a political ontology perspective.
Source Author.

brings together thousands of members from both the countryside and the
city every two years. Organisationally, Teia dos Povos operates through
two main elements: “Nucleos de Base” (freely translated as territorial core
groups), which are territories where autonomy is built and defended,
and “Elos da Teia” (freely translated to links of the web), which refer to
agroecology collectives, intellectuals, academic research groups, students,
associations, cooperatives and other groups that are not territorialised in
their action. Nucleos de Base and Elos da Teia in each region are clustered
into Regional Groups, providing an appropriate forum for decision-
making that considers the regional biome, socio-environmental conflicts
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and own characteristics, which particularly relevant in the Brazilian
context, given the continental size of the country. Finally, there are Divi-
sions, which are specific to actions in each area, and composed of people
from Nucleos de Base and Elos da Teia as well as individual activists that
contribute to the movement. One example is the Communications Divi-
sion that takes care of the website, social networks, communications, and
contacts outside the territories.

Teia dos Povos functions as a decentralised web of communities
connected by shared struggles and solidarities. It draws on Indigenous
and Afro-diasporic traditions to frame climate action as an ontological
struggle—a fight not only for material survival but also for the recog-
nition of ways of life that colonialism and modernity secks to erase
(Ferreira & Felicio, 2021). Teia dos Povos challenges the belief in the
individual by its very solidarity approach that seeks to build a popular
alliance between black, Indigenous, and farming communities over terri-
torial struggles in Brazil, while also connecting to urban struggles. This
comes from the recognition of interdependencies between these groups
and the environment. In particular, the Indigenous peoples of Teia dos
Povos have a deep connection to ancestrality, building on cosmovisions
(Jourdan, 2024) and deeply relational forms of personhood. In addition,
in bringing together different people and struggles, Teia dos Povos recog-
nises that “no one needs to lower the flag of their struggle to form an
alliance” (Teia dos Povos n.d., freely translated). In this way, Teia dos
Povos prefigures a different way of movement building, one that ensures
a plural movement instead of a monolithic unity that forces unity around
a single cause.

Teia dos Povos breaks with the notion of what is rea/, affirming
that a territory is not merely a demarcated area, something to be occu-
pied, managed and owned by people. Instead, a territory is a place full
of symbols of belonging based on the abundance of life (Ferreira &
Felicio, 2021). Through the occupation of inactive land and processes
of “retomada” (taking back) of indigenous lands and the subsequent
regeneration of these territories, Teia dos Povos anchors social change in
material reality and alternative forms of socio-ecological reproduction.
This relation of self-determination and emancipation from state power
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further exposes how the state has always worked in favour of colonial
white elites (Porto, 2025).

Teia dos Povos foregrounds an anti-capitalist system centred on food
sovereignty through agroecological practices. The use of native seeds
connects their practices to traditional and ancestral wisdom, following
an agricultural practice that differs from the current hegemonic agribusi-
ness. A claim for food sovereignty is particularly prominent in Latin
America, given the impact of industrial agriculture on farming liveli-
hoods. By cultivating native crops, restoring degraded lands, and resisting
agribusiness expansion, Teia dos Povos embodies a counter-hegemonic
approach to climate resilience. Lima (2020) furthermore highlights that
these practices are not merely about food production but are acts of resis-
tance against land dispossession and environmental degradation. Other
practices include care practices to foster individual and collective health,
crowdsourcing initiatives to fund specific projects as well as the organ-
isation collective action moments (called mutirdes) focusing on specific
activities, e.g. the cleaning of settlement buildings, the preparation of the
land, or building of sustainable water infrastructure.

Teia dos Povos also has a clearly defined relationship with science
through the Elos da Teia, which include intellectual and academic
groups, among others. Although many of these scholars take crit-
ical and decolonial approaches, the direction of this relationship is
towards supporting the Nucleos de Base: “those engaged in territo-
rial struggles have priority over those engaged in the reflections about
the struggles” (Teia dos Povos, n.d., freely translated, emphasis added).
Nevertheless, in biennial Jornadas, academic sessions are held, covering
topics such as popular and situated education, agroecology and climate
change, culture, art and ancestrality, territorial conflicts, communica-
tion, water and energy autonomies, among others. In addition, Teia
dos Povos supports education and political formation through its Escola
de Formagio (freely translated to training or hands-on school), where
participants engage in knowledge-sharing rooted in Indigenous, Afro-
Brazilian, and peasant worldviews. This pedagogical approach challenges
the extractive logic of Western academia and private education and
instead promotes co-learning and intergenerational knowledge exchange.
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Teia dos Povos therefore rejects the four fundamental modern beliefs
through deconstructive process, which materialise, for instance, as land
occupation and retake practices, but also actively comstructs an alterna-
tive climate imaginary based on socio-ecological experimentation and the
politicising of food systems within the context of climate change, with
clear attempts to ensure their relevance by consolidating and diffusing
their new socio-ecological relations and practices to wider networks
through Jornadas and pre-Jornadas as well as a dedicated Communica-
tion Division.

4 Conclusion

Asserting that a crisis of imagination in the context of climate change is
also a crisis of recognition, this chapter draws on the notions of climate
imaginaries and prefigurative politics to demonstrate the transformative
potential of alternative climate imaginaries through a political ontology
perspective. Based on a grounded theoretical analysis of primary source
material produced by Teia dos Povos, a web of communities, territo-
ries, peoples and political organisations across rural and urban Brazil, the
chapter shows that alternative climate imaginaries deconstruct dominant
beliefs while also creating ontological alternatives to dominant imagi-
naries. With a relational, plural, situated, and autonomous imaginary
for food sovereignty in Brazil, Teia dos Povos holistically challenges
dominant climate imaginaries through prefigurative politics.

Competing Interests The author has no conflicts of interest to declare that
are relevant to the content of this chapter.
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