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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to provide an understanding of the becomings of human agents 

for transformative change. I will explore how people find a meaningful place in the 

transformation to sustainability by analysing how they become deeply engaged in climate 

change action, what their emotional motivations are, and what makes it meaningful for 

them to hope in the doom and gloom of climate change. 

Climate change induce hopelessness, pessimism, helplessness and inactivity (Ojala, 2012; 

Bendell, 2018). This is problematic as action is deeply needed. Unless we are able to 

transform society and become sustainable we will face untold suffering due to the impacts 

of climate change (Ripple et al., 2019). 

The participants interviewed in this thesis are actively engaged in the transformation to 

sustainability in Oslo, Norway through politics, activism and social entrepreneurship. The 

participants were selected because of their deep commitment to transformative change. I 

argue that a better understanding of their engagement can generate new which may result 

in hopeful and transformative ways forward.  

The data generated deep insight on the in-depth transformation of becoming engaged. The 

participants stories it became clear that even those who do not care about the environment 

at all can develop a deep responsibility to care for the planet, and that such deep 

engagement leads to practical, political and personal climate change action. 

A meaningful place in the transformation to sustainability is found as the participants 

become deeply engaged. This is an intense and deeply emotional process. Emotions drive 

the engagement, and the transformative potential of emotions is tied to their ability to 

move us into action. Creating a space for emotions is part of the becoming of active human 

agents for transformative change. In this emotional space anger and frustration; belonging; 

care and responsibility can develop into motivations for transformative action. Hope is the 

foundation of engagement. Becoming hopeful involves constructing meaningful hope by 

developing specific, relational and practiced hope.  
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1 Introduction  
 

“Collective action works; we have proved that.  

But to change everything, we need everyone.” 

Greta Thunberg , Luisa Neubauer, Angela Valenzuela (2019) 

 

Take a moment to imagine a world where everyone is deeply engaged in climate change 

action. A world where we direct our energy at the systems that create injustice, where we 

feel a deep sense of belonging to this world and desire to change it, and where individuals 

take collective responsibility to care for our planet. Utopian, you might say. Is it even 

meaningful to hope for sustainable, transformative change in a world of deep polarization, 

wide spread climate change denial, on the edge of climate breakdown (Lynch and Veland, 

2018; Bendell, 2018; Lenton et al., 2019)? We will face untold suffering due to climate 

impacts unless we are able to transform society and become sustainable (Ripple et al., 

2019). In this dire situation, it has never been more urgent and important to understand 

how and why people become engaged in climate change action. It is important for human 

geography as a discipline and an urgent matter for society.  

 

1.1 Aim and research questions  

The aim of this thesis is to advance our understanding of the “becoming” of deeply engaged 

human agents for transformative change. Human geography is the discipline of space and 

place. A relational understanding of these concepts makes room for emotions, and views 

space and place as always under construction (Smith et al., 2009; Massey, 2005). Doreen 

Massey (2005) has even defined space as becomings. An understanding of the becomings of 

human agents can therefor provide new insights about the relational aspects of the 

construction of place and space. The overarching goal of this thesis is to explore how people 

find a meaningful place in transformations to sustainability. To answer this question, I will 

analyze the process of becoming and the role of emotions, and particularly of hope in 

sustainability transformations. This research draws attention to the role and significance of 

personal transformations in responding to climate change. 
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Little research has been done on how personal transformations might actually occur in the 

context of climate change, and how these personal transformations are connected to large-

scale social change (Berzonsky and Moser, 2017). By personal, I mean subjective beliefs, 

values, worldviews and paradigms influencing behaviors and practices, as well as how 

people understand systems and structures (O’Brien, 2018). Most climate change studies take 

a technical approach and adapt a view of change processes as both practical and political, 

while overlooking the deeply human dimension of the issue (O’Brien and Selboe, 2015). A 

deeper approach to transformation, which includes the role of emotions, is needed to 

understand these change processes and their transformative potential (Ryan, 2016; 

Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). 

My research questions address how people become engaged, create space for emotions and 

find meaningful hope in the transformation to sustainability. These research questions are 

formulated to help advance our understanding of the deeper human dimensions of 

transformations to sustainability. The first of three research questions is: 

1. How do people become deeply engaged in climate change action? 

In this thesis, engagement is defined as involvement in climate change action, which is 

defined broadly, including all action taken to advance sustainability. Such activities include 

activism, political work, social entrepreneurship, and life choices. 

The two remaining questions concern why people become engaged in climate change 

action. 

2. What are the important emotional motivations for deep engagement and how do 

these evolve? 

Here, emotions include both ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ emotion categories that emerged in 

relation to the participants feeling motivated or demotivated to act in response to climate 

change and other issues related to sustainability. And finally: 

3. What makes hope meaningful amidst the doom and gloom of climate change? 

Studies have found that many people see climate change as an existential threat to life on 

Earth and that hopelessness, pessimism, helplessness and inactivity are common. People 
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lack hopeful stories about the future (Ojala, 2012; Bendell, 2018). Hope is at the core of 

sustainable becomings, and is said to carve out active pathways for transformational change 

(Braidotti, 2006).  

 

1.2 Hopeful ways out of an existential crisis 

The participants in this thesis are individuals that are active in the transformation to 

sustainability in Oslo, Norway through their engagement in sustainable initiatives in politics, 

activism and social entrepreneurship. The participants were selected because of their deep 

commitment to transformative change. Oslo was chosen as a location because it one of the 

cities in the world with the most ambitious and radical climate politics, and an important site 

for social entrepreneurship and emerging climate activism in Norway. The national school 

strike in the spring of 2019 gathered 15,000 youths in front of the Norwegian parliament in 

Oslo (Moe et al., 2019); The Green Party in Oslo was re-elected as a governing party the fall 

of 2019, and almost doubled their support among voters (VG, 2019); and just weeks after 

the election the City Government of Oslo declared a climate crisis (Johansson, 2019), in line 

with the demands of activists from Extinction Rebellion (XR).  

I argue that a better understanding of the engagement of this group of participants can 

generate new insight in the form of empirical findings on emotional, ethical and sustainable 

ways of being and becoming in this world, which may result in hopeful and transformative 

ways forward.  

 

1.3 The transformation to sustainability 

It is useful to define both the concepts of transformation and sustainability (Fazey et al., 

2018). Scholars agree that a transformation is a fundamental change in society, beyond that 

transformation is a theoretical concept in the making and the process of transformational 

change is not well understood (Feola, 2015). Fazey et al. (2018, p. 197) argue that by filling 

the term with meaning, the concept of transformation can better contribute to open up “a 

dialogue about change, possible futures and about what it means to re-shape the way in 

which people live”. According to the authors the concept of transformation can help to 
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examine how to facilitate rapid, fundamental change in response to climate change (Fazey et 

al., 2018). To avoid confusion it is important for me to acknowledge the plurality of the 

definitions, while in a rigorous way be clear about what ‘transformation’ means to me in this 

particular thesis.  

My research questions address human becomings and motivations for change. To properly 

explore these questions I need a definition that acknowledge transformation as a psycho-

social process where the human potential is essential for change. According to Karen O’Brien 

“Transformation can be defined as physical and/or qualitative changes in form, structure or 

meaning-making”, as well as “a psycho-social process involving the unleashing of human 

potential to commit, care, and effect change for a better life’’ (O’Brien, 2012a, p. 670). This is 

the definition I adopt in this thesis. Such transformations can occur both in individuals and in 

society, and I will specify this when needed.   

When transformation is defined, that leaves us with the question: A transformation to what? 

Transformations are not always viewed as positive. One personas utopia could be another 

person’s nightmare. It is important to question who decide the direction for transformations 

(Blythe et al., 2018). I will focus on the ethical dimension of transformation in this thesis.  

Sustainability has been debated in more than thirty years. The term has been criticized for 

sustaining the status quo (Alaimo, 2012). Alaimo (2012, p. 559) argues that “...sustainability 

has become a plastic but potent signifier, meaning, roughly, the ability to somehow keep 

things going despite the economic and environmental crisis that, we fear, may render this 

impossible”.  

Alternatives to the dominant definition of sustainability have emerged (Alaimo, 2012). For 

example, Braidotti (2006) emphasizes sustainable becoming, which is when people ethically 

“practice a humble kind of hope, rooted in the ordinary micro-practices of everyday life: 

simple strategies to hold, sustain and map out thresholds of sustainable transformation” (p 

278). In an attempt to bring in the normative and political dimensions of sustainability, 

Robinson (2004) defines sustainability as “the emergent property of a conversation about 

what kind of world we collectively want to live in now and in the future” (p. 382). Instead of 

defining what he finds desirable, Robinson wishes to engage multiple perspectives in a 

conversation about the process of sustainability.  
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In the scientific conversation about sustainability in the climate change adaptation 

community, different scholars try to add meaning to the term by describing what it is that 

they want to sustain. O’Brien and Selboe (2015, p. 316) want a sustainable future where we 

nurture “evolving relationships toward human flourishing and emancipation”, a quite human 

centred idea, whereas Ziervogel et al. (2016, p. 955) include the more-than-human in their 

vision to “sustain a transformed world and a way of life that is in balance with the carrying 

capacity of our earth, and where all life flourishes”.  

 

1.4 The structure of the thesis 

In Chapter Two I will outline the methods used throughout the research process resulting in 

this thesis. In Chapter Three I establish the theoretical framework for the thesis. First, I 

review the concepts of space and place, and present a framework for sustainable 

becomings. Second, I present a short review of the field of emotional geography and how 

emotions relates to motivation. Third, I outline the theoretical concepts needed to discuss 

the emotional categories that emerged in my data. Finally, I discuss the concept of hope. In 

Chapter Four, I present my data in the form of narratives of becoming, describing how the 

participants find their relational place in the transformation to sustainability. I also provide a 

short analysis of the process of becoming deeply engaged and how this process is tied to 

relational place. In Chapter Five, I present and analysis of how emotional space is created, 

and discuss motivating, demotivating and transformative aspects of three important 

emotional categories. In Chapter Six, I present the three aspects of ‘meaningful hope’ in 

contrast to ‘pretend hope’, or wishful thinking. Finally, Chapter Seven concludes with a 

summary of main findings, a view on the implications of the findings, and suggestions for 

further research. 
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2 Methods  

In this chapter I present the methods used and the reasons why I chose these methods to 

explore my research topics and develop my research questions. I will also engage in a 

discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of my chosen methods. The process of data 

collection and analysis will be described, and I will reflect on potential problems for data 

collection and analysis, ethical issues concerning the research process, as well as validity and 

reliability.  

 

2.1 Grounded theory and abduction 

Grounded theory is a set of methodological principles that provide systematic strategies for 

conducting qualitative research. I will use these principles as guidelines, as grounded theory 

can be interpreted not just as a strict recipe of how to do research, but also as flexible 

strategies guiding the researcher through a research journey. These strategies highlight the 

importance of integrating data collection, data analysis and theory development. Data 

collection and analysis is done simultaneously, and theory development is advanced at each 

step of the process of collecting and analyzing data. The methods for analysis is comparative 

and developed to generate theory. This theory is developed through constructing analytical 

codes and categories directly from the data. Sampling choices are made to advance theory, 

and the literature review is delayed to allow the researcher to develop an independent 

analysis grounded in the data, generating a theoretical framework with explanatory power 

(Charmaz, 2006). Grounded theory research strategies are abductive. The logic is to explore 

social actors’ motives and understandings to describe and understand them, as well as 

discover everyday concepts, meaning and motives, which can be used to produce a technical 

account and develop theory (Blaikie, 2007). 

I chose the methodological principles of grounded theory as a basis for my thesis because I 

was interested in exploring the everyday motivations of social actors, as well as the social 

processes important for change and transformation, to which grounded theory is especially 

well suited (Charmaz, 2006). The lack of practical and concrete theoretical frameworks for 

transformations in relation to sustainability (Feola, 2015) also pointed me towards grounded 
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theory and its potential for theory development (Charmaz, 2006). While grounded theory 

has received significant critique over the years (Charmaz, 2006; Clarke, 2007),  it has several 

strengths that led me to choose this methodology.  

In grounded theory, the research process is perceived as a journey. The concrete research 

questions are not set from the start, they emerge from the data (Charmaz, 2006). It is also 

expected that the researcher takes the perspective of an inside learner (Charmaz, 2006; 

Blaikie, 2007). This allowed me to take a curiosity driven and humble approach to my 

research, and to engage in the worlds of my research participants. When I started my 

research I was interested in practical, political and personal change processes (O’Brien and 

Sygna, 2013), and motivation in general. I did not set out with a clear idea of what important 

motivations and social change processes I would find. This openness resulted in the research 

process truly becoming a journey. Through this journey, I was able to develop the research 

topics based on what emerged in the data, and dive deeper and deeper into my data. This 

process allowed me to go beyond the superficial, and I came to see the motivations as 

deeply emotional and the change processes as deeply personal. 

The constructivist branch of grounded theory put much emphasize on the researcher’s 

reflexivity (Charmaz, 2006; Clarke, 2007). I started my research process by writing down my 

reflections in a journal, and kept adding reflections on my codes, categories, as well as 

research idea throughout the process. The continuous reflection on my way of practicing my 

methods helped me improve my skills. For example, in the later interviews my participants 

would comment on how they found the interviews to be a positive experience of truly being 

listened to, as well as creating a space for self-reflection. Memo-writing is also one of the 

many strategies in grounded theory to increase the analytical power of the work (Charmaz, 

2006). My reflections helped me develop my ideas, which actually led me to develop my 

own framework for how to understand and conceptualize hope. Grounded theory is based 

on the idea that even novice researcher can develop fresh theory (Charmaz, 2006). This gave 

me the courage to trust my own ideas for theory development. 

It is important to highlight, however, that the idea in grounded theory of the open 

researcher, free from preconceived ideas, developing fresh theory purely from the data is 

problematic. While grounded theory was developed in opposition to positivist research, 

grounded theorists, including co-founder Barney Glaser, has expressed positivistic views 
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(Clarke, 2007). Glaser has described data as ‘pure’ and claimed that systematic methods can 

erase all traces of the researcher. He has also been criticized for lack of reflexivity by co-

founder Anselm Strauss. Strauss represents the constructivist and interpretive side of 

grounded theory, although he did not fully turn to the postmodern view of knowledge and 

knowledge production. A new generation of grounded theorists, however, view theory as 

context-bound, not context-free (Clarke, 2007). I will go more into detail about the strengths 

and weaknesses of grounded theory as I present my methods for data collection and 

analysis. 

 

2.2 Data construction 

Interview was the main method for data construction. Participation was also used to gain an 

insider perspective and to ease sampling. Individuals were purposively selected for 

interviewing through participation in climate action in Oslo, such as participation in School 

Strikes and an festival arranged by Extinction Rebelling. I conducted 14 interviews in total. I 

did two rounds of interviews, seven interviews in the first round spanning May to October 

2018, and seven interviews in the second round spanning April to June 2019. In both rounds 

I conducted semi-structured interviews were each lasted from one to two hours. The 

interviews were situated in different types of locations dependent on the participant’s 

preference and availability. Almost all interviews were conducted one-to-one, with the 

exception of two group interviews where two participants were interviewed together.  

I chose to mainly do in-depth, one-to-one interviews. Intensive and in-depth interviewing fits 

grounded theory well, as it provides rich data that is “detailed, focused and full”. Such data 

is useful to explore participants’ “views, feelings, intentions and actions, as well as the 

context and structures of their lives” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 14), which was what I needed in 

order to understand my research topics. In the first round I made only one-to-one 

interviews. I developed interview guides that in general consisted of three parts. The first 

part was concerned with how the participants’ sustainable initiatives had developed, 

including their personal stories about engaging with the initiative. The second part 

concerned the participants’ motivations for taking the initiative. The third part concerned 

their thoughts about the future. However, these interview guides were only to remind me 

about some important topics. My aim was to let the participants speak freely and follow up 
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on interesting reflections, in line with the description of semi-structured interviewing (Hay, 

2016) and the emergent spirit of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006). The interview guide was 

present, but was only used in cases were the conversation slowed and the interview needed 

direction. The interview guides were developed to fit the individual participants, and 

extensive research was done to prepare for the interviews, depending on the availability of 

public information about the participant. At times, previous conversations with the 

participant informed the interview guide. As a novice researcher, I needed practice to 

become familiar with this form of interviewing (Charmaz, 2006).  As I got more experienced, 

I conducted the main part of the interviews without the interview guide, and just brought it 

out in the end to check if I had missed any important points. 

In the first round, values emerged as an interesting concept. However, the participants 

found it difficult to come up with concrete values, which limited further reflection. Based on 

experiences from the first round of interviews, I chose to redo the interview guide and add 

an activity in the second round. I started each interview with a value exercise, where the 

participants were asked to work with a value map from Common Cause Australia. This map, 

which is based on Schwartz’s (2012) model of values and their motivations, helped to 

highlight the types of values important to each participant, such as security, achievement, or 

universalism. I adapted the map by including 20 values that were brought up by the 

participants in the first round, or that were closely related to the participants’ initiatives. For 

example, I added a set of values drawn from The Green Party’s principle program. The 

participants were asked to either cross out values they did not identify with, or circle values 

they did identify with.  

The aim of the exercise was not to generate results, but to get the participants thinking 

about values. I left the value map lying on the table during the whole interview and the 

participants kept referring to it throughout their interviews. One participant even defined 

her own value activity, circling values she currently identified with, as well as marking 

aspirational values. In one instance I did not bring up the value map, as I had the impression 

that an activity would not be welcomed by the participant, and in another case I ended with 

the value map, because the participant was young and very nervous, and I thought an 

exercise would make her more nervous. In general, however, the activity worked very well. I 

asked the participants to talk about the values they were left with/had chosen, and this gave 
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the interviews a value-based and personal start that mostly evolved naturally to an on-topic 

conversation. The interview guide in this second round was more concerned with personal 

stories and larger social narratives, as well as focused on motivation, engagement and 

thoughts about the future.  

In-depth interviewing allowed me to explore the motivations and personal stories of people 

from a range of different groups (Charmaz, 2006; Hay, 2016). However, the one-to-one set 

up did not allow for the synergistic effects characteristic for group settings (Hay, 2016). So 

when I got the opportunity to conduct a group interview with two green youth leaders at 

once, I opted in. The group setting gave the participants an opportunity to explore each 

other’s point of views and reflect on their ideas (Hay, 2016). The dialog between the two 

youth leaders was innovative and from it many interesting reflections emerged, including 

the idea of ‘pretend hope’ that I will elaborate on in my theory and analysis. While the 

second group interview also resulted in interesting dialogues, it was more difficult to get an 

in-depth understanding of the participants’ motivation and engagement in these group 

settings.  

In the interviews I was consciously working to be an active and empathic listener, to 

carefully guide the interview in interesting directions by following up on the participants 

reflections. Bondi (2003) defines empathy as “the capacity to understand the experiential 

frame of reference of another without losing an awareness of (its difference from) one’s 

own.” (p. 65) In empathic listening, the interviewer is emotionally present and open to be 

effected by the participants stories’. At the same time, the researcher stays reflexive, and 

recognizes the difference between the emotions of the participant and the researcher 

herself. Bondi (2003) argues that empathy provides the researcher with the space needed to 

shift between positions of observation and participation throughout the interview, and gives 

the participant a space to “express themselves relatively freely, and in which they may move 

beyond familiar and well-rehearsed accounts into spontaneous self-exploration” (p. 73). In 

my interviews, empathic listening allowed me to move between the positions of observation 

and participation. However, reflecting on my own emotions during the interviews were 

challenging, and often this type of reflection deepened after the interviews. Throughout the 

research process, emotional reflexivity made me aware how I in the interviews at times 
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avoided going into difficult emotional spaces, following up on the participants accounts of 

grief and pain.  

 

2.2.1 Participant selection 

The participants were selected using purposive sampling, combining deviant case sampling, 

opportunistic sampling and theoretical sampling (Charmaz, 2006; Hay, 2016). My selection 

included 16 participants, selected for their roles as local politicians (6), social entrepreneurs 

(3), writers (2), growers (2) and activists (3). The age distribution of the participants ranged 

from 13 to 75, covering the age groups 10-19 (3), 20-29 (3), 30-39 (5), 40-49 (3), 50-59 (1), 

70-79 (1). Five men and eleven woman were selected. While this data is interesting to get an 

idea of the selection’s composition, the sample is not intended to be representative (Hay 

2016).  

Deviant case sampling is useful when the researcher want to learn “from highly unusual 

cases of the issue of interest” (Hay, 2016, p. 124). My issue of interest was climate change 

motivation and engagement, so I selected my participants on the criteria that they had 

initiated or joined an initiative related to climate change and seemed deeply engaged in that 

initiative. I also chose to select participants in the Oslo area. Primarily, this choice was made 

because Oslo is an exciting city to study climate change engagement. Oslo became the 

European Green Capital 2019 and is a place for emerging climate activism and engagement. 

Since I’m located at The University of Oslo, this choice of location also allowed me to explore 

and take part in interesting and emerging initiatives in Oslo for the whole time frame of my 

research process.  

In line with my grounded theory methodology, I positioned myself as an inside learner 

(Charmaz, 2006; Blaikie, 2007), and engaged with the initiatives of my participants. The 

insider does not aim for professional distance, but rather to become “immersed in the social 

world” of the participants (Blaikie, 2007, p. 11). At the time I started my research I was 

volunteering at Oslo City Hall for The Green Party. Throughout my research process, I also 

became engaged in the school strikes, participating in many of them. I attended a protest 

organized by Extinction Rebellion (XR) and  went to observe in court when XR-activists, 

including one of my participants, were on trial.  
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Participant pseudonym  Explanation 

The Nature Writer Initiated a nature magazine 

The Gardener Initiated a roof top garden 

The Housing Activist Initiated a sustainable village 

The Green Blogger Initiated a green blog collective 

The Coffee Entrepreneur Started a small business reusing coffee and was also a 

green politician in a local district in Oslo  

The Local Green Politician Initiated a policy for car-free school areas as a green 

politician in a local district in Oslo 

The Green Party Member Leading communicator in the Green Party in Oslo 

The Female Green Youth Leader 

The Male Green Youth Leader 

Leading figures in the youth division of The Green Party 

and in the climate strikes 

The School Striker Joined the school strike in Oslo on several occasions 

The Grower Started growing and adapting his own ecology, also a 

local politician for The Green Party 

The Green Program Woman 

The Green Program Man 

Leading the process of developing a political program 

for The Green Party in Oslo 

The Ocean Entrepreneur Started an ocean organization 

The Rebel Leading activist in Extension Rebellion (XR) 

The Food Entrepreneur Started a food community 

Table 1: An overview of the selected participants and the pseudonyms used when referring to the participants. 

 

I also sought out relevant events in Oslo to search for participants. However, this 

involvement was more than a strategic research participation to ease sampling. I was 

engaged in the transformation to sustainability in Oslo on a deeply personal level myself at 

the start of this research process, and I still am. While I do not believe that full objectivity is 

either possible or desirable, I acknowledge that the subjectivity and intersubjectivity of the 
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researcher require a high level of critical reflexivity, on both personal opinions and 

characteristics in the research process, and about how interaction changes both researcher 

and participants (Hay, 2016). Taking an insider position can also make the research more 

valid and reliable. First, the participants may talk more freely to an insider, and the 

researcher may be better positioned to understand the participants, ensuring validity. 

Second, the shared perspectives of researcher and participants can make the researcher’s 

interpretations more reliable (Hay, 2016). At the same time, I acknowledge, and have 

already discussed in the section on emotional listening, how the researcher will always have 

both similarities and dissimilarities with the participants, and how it is important to be aware 

of both (Bondi, 2003; Hay, 2016). 

During my participation, I used opportunistic sampling to locate interesting participants that 

were deeply engaged in their initiatives (Hay, 2016). This eased my search for deeply 

engaged participants. I discovered one participant on a breakfast seminar about 

sustainability, met The Gardener as she initiated a roof garden in my friend’s apartment 

building, met The Green Party Member through volunteering for The Green Party, and The 

Rebel at an open XR festival in the city center. I found The School Striker sitting alone striking 

outside of the Norwegian parliament when I arrived to join the strike one Friday. 

Participation gave me the opportunity to select highly relevant participants.    

Theoretical sampling is used in grounded theory to direct the researcher on where to find 

data that will help develop the emerging theory (Charmaz, 2006). I designed my research 

process in a way that would allow me to use theoretical sampling. For my second round of 

interviews, for instance, I searched for participants that would help me explicate the 

categories I had at that time. However, as I further developed my research topics, other 

categories emerged that became the relevant categories grounding my thesis. When these 

categories were set, it was too late to initiate more interviews. This shows how practicing 

theoretical sampling can be challenging for a small research project, such as a master thesis. 

However, a combination of different strategies for purposive sampling ensured that relevant 

and interesting participants were selected.  
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2.3 Data analysis 

During data collection more than 19 hours of recorded data was constructed. Transcription 

started immediately after the first interview and continued throughout the research process. 

The coding process started while transcribing. Four rounds of coding were done throughout 

the analyzing process. Theory was sought out throughout the process, but all relevant 

literature for the theory chapter was found after all data was transcribed and the initial 

analysis finished, in order to find theory that explain the data, and not fit the data into 

existing theoretical frameworks (Charmaz, 2006). When existing theory did not fully explain 

the data, I added to and adjusted the theory based on the data material, thus contributing to 

theory development. I will explain this process further in the analysis. 

 

2.3.1 Coding and memo writing 

Coding is a cyclic process of exploration that in most cases is done several times (Saldaña, 

2016). This process involves categorizing segments of data and is the bone of a grounded 

analysis (Charmaz, 2006). Charmaz (2006) stresses the need for openness during initial 

coding, stating that “...the goal is to remain open to all possible theoretical directions 

indicated by your readings of the data,”, and that “...we create our codes by defining what 

we see in the data” (p. 46). However, I experienced that due to my preconceived ideas of 

what human geography is, I for long overlooked what eventually turned out to be the main 

theme of my thesis. Emotions have long been ignored or overlooked in human geography 

(Smith at al., 2009). I did not learn about emotional geography before my supervisor told me 

that “I think what you’re doing is emotional geography”, till after I had begun the process of 

analyzing. Strategies for data analysis cannot erase the messy, embodied and subjective 

process that is research (Clarke, 2007). Still, the initial coding led me to understand what was 

important to the participants, and some of these codes, such as ‘hands on’, an initial code 

for when participants talked about the importance of doing practical work, was important 

for the development of the category ‘practiced hope’ and the concept of ‘meaningful hope’ 

(Charmaz, 2006). Eventually, coding combined with reflection through extensive memo 

writing and reflective dialog with supervisors lead me into “unforeseen areas and new 

research questions” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46). 
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2.3.2 Bringing in existing theory  

The literature review is a disputed issue in grounded theory. On one hand, one can argue 

that the literature review should be delayed to prevent the researcher from forcing the data 

into pre-existing categories. On the other hand, no researcher enters the research process 

with an empty mind, and a knowledge of theoretical codes can also be an advantage for the 

analysis (Charmaz, 2006). I did not shy away from academic literature at any step of the 

research process. However, I experienced that most of what I read before I had done the 

initial analysis of my data turned out to be mostly irrelevant for my literature review. It was 

first after the initial coding process that I had gained a deep enough understanding of my 

data to get a feeling for what kind of theory resonated with my data. The literature review 

was exploratory and a part of the research journey. When I discovered Braidotti’s (2006) 

framework for sustainable becomings, I understood at once that this theoretical thinking 

resonated with my data. Braidotti opened my eyes to the importance of passions, which led 

me to emotions, emotional becomings and eventually relational place and space. A focused 

and grounded literature review may require the researcher to cross fields and disciplines 

(Charmaz, 2006). This was also my experience, and it was challenging to enter new fields and 

disciplines in the depth required so late in the research process.  

 

2.3.3 Expanding on existing theory  

I used literature to develop my analytical codes and categories, but was aware at any stage 

of the process not to force my data into categories where they did not fit (Charmaz, 2006). 

When the initial theory inspired categories were set, I moved on to relate categories, sub-

categories and codes, and compare the data in these categories, as well as compare the 

categories themselves to develop categories into concepts (Charmaz, 2006). In this final 

analytical process I was using existing literature actively to understand and explain my data. 

Where existing theory could not sufficiently explain my data, I combined existing theory in 

new ways. From bridging existing bodies of theory innovative ideas emerged, such as inner 

global spaces for emotions, and unique relational place. At one point I also developed my 

own framework by bridging existing theory and merging this theory with my data. This will 

be presented in chapter 6. 
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2.4 Validity, reliability and ethical issues 

Throughout this chapter I have tried to weave in the topics of validity, reliability and ethics in 

my writings on methodological principles, data construction and analysis, in discussions of 

researcher positionality, reflexivity and empathic listening. This is to show that ethical 

concerns, as well as concerns for validity and reliability are an integral part of my 

methodology. Still, I want to use this section to discuss some more formal aspects of these 

topics. 

Validity refers to the appropriateness of the measure: Does the data answer the research 

questions? (Ragin and Amoroso, 2011). In grounded theory, the research questions emerge 

from the data (Charmaz, 2006). In this way, grounded theory is developed to ensure validity.  

Reliability concerns the level of randomness of the measure (Ragin and Amoroso, 2011). 

Because I did not set out with a ready set of research questions and my final categories 

developed after the data collection was finished, reliability was an important concern. The 

research participants were not asked specifically about the different categories, and I 

therefor did an analysis of the reliability of my emotional categories, namely belonging, 

anger/frustration, responsibility/care, and hope/optimism. I found that all 16 participants 

talked about belonging during their interview, 14 participants mentioned anger and/or 

frustration, 12 participants spoke of responsibility and/or care, and 10 participants reflected 

on hope/optimism. Six participants are represented in the narratives of becomings. A higher 

number of participants described personal transformations, however, I choose to prioritize 

the accounts with the most richness to keep within the limits of this paper. 

While the reliability may have been improved by increasing the level of participants and 

doing an extra round of interviews based on theoretical sampling, the time frame of this 

project did not allow for a third round of interviewing. What is absent in the data, for 

instance reflections on anger, is in itself interesting and important to include in the analysis 

(Henderson, 2008). The richness of the data allowed for a meaningful analysis based on a 

relative small number of accounts. However, it is important in projects with small samples to 

make humble claims and recognize that the theory developed is not universal (Charmaz, 

2006).  
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Concerning ethics, the well-being of the participants and the fairness of the selection as 

already been discussed to a certain extent (Ragin and Amoroso, 2011). Here, I want to 

confirm that informed consent from all the participants have been obtained in line with the 

formal ethical requirements from Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD), and data has 

also been stored in line with NSD requirements. While the participants are anonymized, 

some of them are publicly known and doing work that may lead them to be recognized. I 

therefore found it most ethical to ask the participants that might be recognized, for 

permission to publish information about them that may lead to recognition. At the same 

time, I tried to present the participants in ways that would allow for an understanding of 

what they do, without revealing their identity, due to the level of deeply personal 

information presented in the data. Two participants wanted to review their quotes and were 

given the quotes for review and approval. One of the participants is a minor, and I took extra 

steps to ensure her well-being during the research process. The participants speak on behalf 

of themselves, not any organization they may belong to.  

  



 24 

3 Theoretical framework 

In this chapter I will outline my theoretical approach by doing a critical review of the 

concepts, models and frameworks useful in understanding the research questions. A wide 

range of theory is relevant for research on personal climate change engagement and 

emotional motivation. I will include several theoretical bodies, including research on 

relational space and place, emotional geography, humanist ethics, as well as social 

movement research.  

Human geographers have engaged theoretical with relational space and place (Massey, 

2004a, 2004b, 2005; Cresswell, 2008). In this chapter, I will review these concepts and relate 

them to ethical becomings. Geographers have also engaged with the concept of becoming 

both in relation to emotions, space and place (Smith, 2005). A solid framework for 

sustainable becomings that is useful so as to explore relational space and place was found in 

humanistic ethics (Braidotti, 2006); emotional geography provides a foundational 

understanding of the role emotions play in humans’ engagement with the world (Smith et 

al., 2009), and climate change research inspired by emotional geography, as well emotional 

social movement research, help inform how emotions can motivate climate change action 

(Ryan, 2006; Jasper, 2011). To understand and analyse the data material, an innovate 

combination of theoretical bodies needed to be combined. What unites the theories in this 

chapter is a relational and transformative approach to the issues at hand.  

First, the concepts of relational space and place are explored and related to becomings. A 

framework for sustainable becomings is then presented. Second, the role of emotions for 

motivation is reviewed. This includes a discussion of how to define emotion and how 

emotion relates to familial concepts. Third, relevant theory on important emotional 

categories are critically discussed. Concepts such as belonging, anger, responsibility and care 

emerged as important during data collection and are therefore included in this discussion. 

Finally, I review relevant literature about hope and discuss how hope relates to optimism.  

 

3.1 Space, place and becomings 

The modern conceptualization of space and place have been criticised for portraying space 

as dead and empty in contrast to place as a meaningful location (Massey, 2005; Smith et al., 
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2009). Relational space and place have emerged as an alternative to essential place and 

‘empty’ space free from emotions. In this part of the chapter, I will review the concept of 

relational space and place, how these concepts relate to the concept of becomings and 

Braidotti’s (2006) ethical framework for sustainable becomings. Braidotti’s relational 

framework describes the in-depth transformation of human subjectivity and can therefor 

help advance the understanding of personal transformations. 

 

3.1.1 Space and place  

Emotional geographers have criticised the empty space of Newtonian mechanics and the 

abstract space of modernity that claims to be free of politics, emotions and values. This idea 

of space leaves us with a world that is no more than raw materials and deprives humans of 

their “political possibilities" (Smith et al., 2009, p. 3). Smith et al. argue that emotions in 

geography have been suspended to an in-between space, not belonging to either mind nor 

matter, and that the lack of a space for emotions is problematic as “emotions are vital 

(living) aspects of who we are and of our situational engagement with the world” (2009, p. 

10). In other words, we need space for emotions to find our place in the world. 

In opposition to empty and abstract space is relational space. “ 'Thinking space relationally' 

has become one of the theme-tunes of our times in geography” (Massey, 2004b). In 

Masseys’ book “For space” she makes the case for an alternative approach to space and 

starts out with three propositions for space: first, that space is a product of interrelations. 

Here, relations are understood as embedded practices. Second, that space is a sphere of 

possibility and multiplicity, and third, that space is always under construction (2005, p. 9). 

What Massey describes is a space that is open. It is not a space of already established 

relations, but where relations produce the space itself and as such create multiplicity: “This 

is a space of loose ends and missing links. For the future to be open, space must be open 

too” (2005, p. 12). 

To Massey (2005), the ‘local’ is also open and relationally constructed. She argues that place 

must be separated from locatedness. In a study of social movements and the role of place in 

sustaining activism, Bosco (2006) found that an open sense of place, defined as “a network 

of social relations that flow across space” was more important than the local, defined as “a 

bounded geographic scale” (p. 342). The concept of relational space is not new and 
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humanistic geographers have engaged with place as a way of relating to the world for 

decades (Cresswell, 2008). Massey (2005) conceptualizes relational place as 

‘throwntogetherness’. Such meeting places are political and embodied. Knowing a place 

deeply includes “to feel it, to live in its imagination” (Massey, 2005, p. 139). Place is often 

considered to be concrete, grounded and real. Massey is not arguing that this is not so, but 

“rather that space – global space – is so too” (2004a, p. 7).  

Relational space is a not a space in which the global is always somewhere else – unlocated, 

and where information is disembedded and disembodied. It is a practiced space produced 

through engagement with the multiplicity of the world (Massey, 2005). Massey suggests that 

by “abandoning the oppositions of space and place” and adopting a relational ethics “very 

different geographies of affect and loyalty can become possible to imagine” (2005, p. 188). 

This is a Spinozistic imagination that involves awareness of ourselves and others; it is a kind 

of interconnectedness that evokes ‘outwardlookingness’. This leads Massey (2005) to an 

understanding of space as becomings, that takes seriously the relational construction of 

ourselves, the everyday and of places – what constitutes identity.  

Smith (2005) describes an emotional openness that conserves a space for becomings. He 

argues that ethical becomings require: 

“an emotional openness to circumstances that enables the previously determined boundaries 

of our being to be re-constituted and re-interpreted. It thus shift the grounds of our being in 

terms of emotion and understanding and re-situates is within an ethical relation experienced 

as a felt need to conserve a space appropriate for the continued existence and expression of 

others, human and non-human” (pp. 220-221).  

In light of Masseys conceptualization of space, this emotional space might be viewed not 

as conserved, but created, and that the creation of this space is the becoming. 

Massey (2004a) looks at identity on the level of the nation, region, and city. These entities 

have “a global sense of place” that is a product of internal multiplicity as well as “relations 

which spread out beyond it” (p. 6). At the same time, Massey states that space is not an 

“abstract outside” of place, free of vulnerability, abstract, ‘up there’ and disembodied 

(2004a, p. 7). Tschakert and St. Clair (2013) adopt Massey’s understanding of place and 

space as relational. They write about spaces for responsible action, for a shared moral 

understanding, and for reflection and practice of sustainability: “It’s a space of 
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connectedness, interdependencies, and shared corporal rather than individual and intrinsic 

vulnerability” (p. 272). Tschakert and St. Clair (2013)  define vulnerability not as “fragility, 

passivity, and weakness” but accept vulnerability as “as openness, susceptibility” with the 

power to create transformative processes involving personal journeys of change (p. 270). 

Bondi (2003) argues that empathy is a process that enables the creation of spaces: 

“Empathy refers to a process in which one person imaginatively enters into the experiential 

world of an other. When another person empathises with us, and communicates that to us, we 

feel understood emotionally and experientially as well as cognitively.” (p. 71). 

These spaces, enabled by empathy, are interpersonal spaces of difference, and problematize 

the distinction between the interior and exterior world. This process also involves identity 

generation. Empathy is also portrayed as a human capacity for non-judgement, for 

understanding other people’s emotions, as well as the ability to communicate this 

understanding (Brown, 2006). Bondi (2003) defines empathy as the capacity to understand 

emotionally, as well as cognitively, others’ experiential frame of reference, and still be aware 

of how this frame is different from your own. Recognizing other people’s feelings and 

imagining how they feel, is a dynamic and relational process with the potential to transform 

human subjectivity (Bondi, 2003).  

I will argue in my analysis that if we are to take Massey, Tschakert and St. Clair and Bondi’s 

understandings of space seriously, and view space as vulnerable and embodied, the result 

could be an ethical, emotional and relational global space ‘with in’ subjects.   

 

3.1.2 Ethical becomings 

Massey (2005) suggest that adopting relational ethics can make different geographies of 

affect possible. While geography and ethics have, in general, been considered to be distant 

fields, emotional geographers have explored the intersection of  emotional geographies and 

environmental ethics (e.g. Smith, 2005). Smith (2005) argues that the ethical paradigm that 

has been dominating modernity is universal and rational and therefore excludes “the 

personal and passionate engagement with others that has always been the front of our 

ethical concerns” and suggests we rather start “to explore the myriad possibilities for writing 

and valuing a world” (Smith 2005, pp. 219-220). Values can be defined as “principles or 
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standards of behaviour; one's judgement of what is important in life” (Lexico, no date) or as 

goals guiding our lives (Schwartz, 2012).  

Smith (2005) writes about the emotional flows and an ethical place. He highlights the role of 

emotions and place in ethical becomings. Smith (2005) argues that emotion and ethics are 

part of the production of a meaningful world worth caring for, and affect our way of being in 

the world, giving us an emotional understanding “of our relational emplacement within that 

world” (p. 220). To Smith, becomings are about being open to the expression of those 

different from us, including the more-than-human. He opposes the modern view of nature 

as something dead, and argue that by listening openly we can learn to interpret the non-

human world, by interpret he means trying to understand, “get a feeling for” and make 

meaning of what is being expressed (p. 222). Such interpretation can open up for deeper 

questions about one’s place in nature and thus the world. The process of ethical becoming 

involves the formation of a sense of place in a community and requires a general openness 

towards both the human and the more-than-human. 

Rosi Braidotti is a humanities scholar working in the fields of ethics and women’s studies 

who has developed a value based framework of ethical becomings. In Braidotti’s book 

Transpositions she argues that a nomadic philosophy of becoming is a useful framework to 

advance sustainability. What she prescribes is no less than an “In-depth transformation of 

the dominant, unitary vision of human subjectivity” (2006, p. 5). She describes three types of 

becomings that are especially relevant for sustainability. 

Becoming-other is described as a detachment from identities that are dear to us, a process 

which can be painful and involve negative emotions such as fear and anxiety. Braidotti 

(2006) defines morality as a set of social norms which is related to power and restriction of 

the self. Breaking with such norms is thus an act of resistance that results in empowerment 

and increases the potential of the self. Going through this painful pain process demands 

desire, ability and courage and is supposed to actively create new ways of belonging.  

This is a collective process that is about realizing that the ‘others’ are an integral part of 

one’s becoming. It’s not about becoming another version of oneself, but rather about 

becoming a collective by overcoming the dualism of self and others. Braidotti envisions the 

end result as the death of the ego or our social identity, as the labels that has “marked our 

embodied location” dissolves (2006, p. 261).  
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Becoming animal involves displacing anthropocentrism and developing solidarity with other 

species, based on the understanding that we are embodied and embedded in nature, and is 

“a shift of the ontological grounds of embodiment” (Braidotti, 2006, p. 102). For example, in 

this process of becoming animal one can experience “an expansion or creation of new 

sensorial and perceptive capacities” (p. 105). It is not just about solidarity, but about sensing 

like other animals and understanding their perspectives. To become animal, one must go 

through a qualitative shift in perspective. It is a creative transformation that entails empathy 

and responsibility towards non-humans.  

Braidotti describes becoming world as “merging with the environment” (2006, p. 112). 

Becoming world is about the world becoming a ‘we’ which means that ‘we’ are both all at 

risk and “in this together” (p. 85). This is a collective project that connects engaged and 

conscious citizens but also includes other animals and the whole of earth as a biosphere. 

This process is about becoming part of a living environment by entering into relations and 

constructing the world by “making possible a web of sustainable interconnections” (p 257). 

With the world, Braidotti seems to refer not to the Earth, but to the “cosmos as a whole” – 

meaning the ever expanding universe (p. 261).  

The result of such a transformations “is not about becoming anything particular”, it is rather 

about turning to positive passions, living life on the edge, without tipping over, and to find 

compassion and joy (Braidotti, 2006, p. 163). The main value of transformation as becomings 

is non-profit or gratuitousness. Braidotti argues that ontological gratitude towards the non-

human is needed in the post-human era. Philosophical nomadism acknowledges that being 

in the world is difficult and though, but insist that we can choose stillness, declaration and 

sustainability. To live intensely is an ethical way of life in opposition to moral and social 

norms. “It is a way of living up to the intensities of life, to be worthy of all that happens to us 

– to live fully the capacity to affect and to be affected” (Braidotti, 2006, p. 271). 

“Just do it!”, Braidotti wrote, as if asking us to go for a run (2006, p. 269). She stresses that 

the positive ethics of sustainability is a practice. Some practical ways of “preforming” 

sustainability is to meet others with a mindset that acknowledge the transformative 

potential of interactions, as well as spiritual practices such as meditation and art. Nomadic 

spirituality is not mystical or religious, but embodied, embedded and gratuitous, it is the 
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gaze beyond the horizon, moving towards a post-human web of interconnected relations 

(Braidotti, 2006). 

In nomadic ethics becomings, the relational web and hope together generate possible 

futures. Those who desire sustainable futures are more vulnerable because they live more 

intensely. Their commitment to changing the present requires them to work through the 

shame of being human and to see that the “The present is always the future present” thus 

understand that their actions “will have made a positive difference in the world” (Braidotti, 

2006, p. 273). 

 

3.2 Emotions and motivation 

Emotions are amongst the most important ways in which humans connect with and 

disconnect from the world and are thus essential for a world beyond empty spaces of 

rational causes and effects (Smith at al., 2009). Climate change research has just started to 

explore the potential of emotions for engagement in climate change action (Ryan, 2016). So 

far, climate change research has been dominated by technical discussions and people’s 

emotional life tends to be overlooked (O’Brian, 2012b). However, technical information has 

been shown to have limited effect on climate change engagement globally (Moser and 

Dilling, 2007). In Norway, an in-depth study of a small town showed that climate change 

denial that prevent action is socially constructed and has a strong emotional dimension 

(Norgaard, 2006). Incorporating emotions into climate change research could therefore 

advance the understanding of people’s engagement with climate change (Ryan, 2016; Olson, 

2016). Smith et al. (2009) argue that emotions are essential for our situational engagement 

in the world and that emotions are what brings meaning to our life. 

The concept of emotion is not easy to define (Smith et al., 2009; Dixon, 2003), and 

geographers have different conceptualisations of the term (Parr, 2014). In emotional 

geographies, emotions are generally considered to be shaped by cultural, historical, 

seasonal, psychological, biological and economic factors. Smith et al. (2009) understand 

emotions as events that take place “in the real world and real beings” (p. 2).  

Dixon (2003) is highly critical of the concept of emotion. In a historically review, he describes 

how a family of concepts such as passions, affections, sentiments and appetites were 
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reduced to an all-inclusive category called emotions. The problem of defining emotion 

comes from the concept’s over-inclusivity, according to Dixon. Historically, scholars 

distinguished between psychological, non-cognitive and involuntary ‘passions’ on one hand, 

and social, cognitive and voluntary ‘affections’ on the other. Including both in the term 

‘emotion’ does not just make the concept of emotion impossible to define, it also constructs 

a concept with limited explanatory powers, according to Dixon. He argues that the concept 

of emotion does not take the inquiry into the motivation and responsibility behind an action 

much forward as it does not define the act as intentional or unintentional.  

Despite the prevalence of ‘emotion’ in geography, emotion, passion and affect are all 

concepts widely used in emotional geography, although these concepts are not defined with 

any consensus (Parr, 2014). In general, ‘emotion’ is preferred among feminist geographers 

while ‘affect’ and ‘passion’ is more popular in non-representational geographies (Parr, 2014, 

Thien, 2005). ‘Affect’ tend to focus more on the dynamic aspects of bodily sensations and 

‘emotion’ more on the relational and reflective aspect of meaning-making (Thrift, 2009; 

Bondi, 2005). 

The non-representational conceptualisation of affect diverges from the historically 

understanding of ‘affection’ described by Dixon (2003). Non-representational geographers 

prefer to analyse bodily expressions rather than interviews and texts to explore “the 

sensational properties of embodied experience before they are registered by conscious 

thought” (Parr, 2014, p. 755). In this tradition ‘affect’ is considered a semiconscious 

sensation not easily available to reflection (Thrift, 2009). Deleuze’s view of affect as “the 

movement between bodily states” and a “moving map of passions” is also emphasised by 

Thrift (2009, p. 83). In Deleuzian philosophy it is through passion humans acquire the power 

to act (Meiborg and van Tuinen, 2016). Braidotti (2006) emphasizes the importance of a 

move to joyful and positive passions, as well as transcendence of reactive affects. 

Differentiating between ‘emotion’ and ‘affect’ is not uncontroversial, and instead of 

harmonic complementary use, scholars from different traditions often argue over the 

superiority of their preferred term. On the one hand, non-representational scholars argue 

that the concept of emotion is limiting, ignores the dynamic sensation that precedes 

meaning making, and that it is too focused on the personal and individual. On the other 
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hand, feminist scholars argue that non-representational scholars use the concept of affect in 

“masculinist, technocratic and distancing ways” (Thien, 2005, p. 543).  

Bondi (2005) is the forerunner for a relational approach to emotional geography. She seeks 

to advance emotional geography beyond the grasp of current traditions in geography.   

Influenced by psychotherapy she views emotions as movements flowing between 

individuals. Passions, affects, and later emotions used to be conceptualised as movements 

integral to the self. During the Enlightenment period, however, there was a shift from 

movements to mechanisms, and the view of humans as machines became dominant, 

depriving humans of real agency and a free will (Dixon, 2003). Bondi’s ideas thus are not 

new, but instead, an important reminder of the transformative role of human agency. The 

relational approach emphasises the importance of language and the human capacity for self-

understanding, arguing that we can understand our selves better by expressing ourselves in 

words (Bondi, 2005). 

To understand how people become engaged and what role emotions play in motivating 

climate change action, it is useful to include concepts of both emotion and affect, in the 

ways they are conceptualized by non-representational and relational emotional geography. 

In this way the dynamic and relational aspects of people’s ‘feelings’ can be explained more 

accurately, and one can distinguish between the more sensational affects and emotions 

which are more related to meaning-making and reflection. In understanding motivation, it is 

also important to have a Deleuzian understanding of what it means to be affected, to 

explained how people are being moved.  

 

3.3 Important emotional categories 

Emotions are often separated as ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ emotions. Anger is typical 

considered a negative emotion (Henderson, 2008; Ahmed, 2004) while hope, desire, joy, 

responsibility and care are considered as positive emotions (Ryan, 2016; Jasper, 2011). There 

is disagreement in the literature regarding the importance of ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ 

emotion for motivation and engagement, where some emphasize the importance of 

‘positive’ emotions (e.g. Ryan, 2016; Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013) and others the potential of 

‘negative’ emotions (Henderson, 2008; González-Hidalgo and Zografos, 2019). However, 

empirical studies has shown that a wide spectre of emotions are part of motivating people 
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(Henderson, 2008; Jasper, 2011, Woods et al., 2012, Raynes et al., 2016). Several scholars 

argue that emotions need to be analysed in combination, and that both ‘negative’ and 

‘positive’ emotions are important (Henderson, 2008; Jasper, 2011; González-Hidalgo and 

Zografos, 2019). Anger and frustration, belonging, responsibility and care were emotion 

categories that emerged as important during my data collection and was highlighted in the 

literature as having a specially strong potential to motivate (Jasper, 2011; Anderson, 2006; 

Ryan, 2016; Henderson, 2008; Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). To be able to analyse my data, I 

will therefore review literature concerning these emotion categories. 

 

3.3.1 Anger and frustration 

Case studies have found that anger, and other ‘negative’ feelings can mobilize and sustain 

political engagement in rural protests and in resistance to a range of issues such as fracking, 

dams and plantations (e.g. Woods et al., 2012; Raynes et al., 2016; Poma and Gravante, 

2015; González-Hidalgo and Zografos, 2017). Henderson (2008) argues that anger in general 

is an emotion that carry more potential than other emotions to question the status quo and 

to mobilize people in radical pro-social action. Anger is a also normal part of most protest 

movements and emerge in combination with a wide spectre of other emotions, with 

implications for action (Jasper, 2011). Important mobilizing aspects of anger are anger as a 

response to injustice, anger as visions of the future, anger as translation of pain, and anger 

as energy (Henderson, 2008; Anderson, 2006; Ahmed, 2004; Head, 2016). 

Henderson (2008) argues that we should be angry with human indignity. She names 

perceived injustice as the main objective of anger. Absence of anger is problematic, 

according to Henderson, because it is a moral response to injustice, as well as an emotion 

that focus on the actors responsible for the perceived injustice and in this way locates blame 

externally. Claims to restore justice can challenge the status quo (Henderson, 2008). Anger is 

described as an antidote to injustice and a prerequisite to protest and collective action in the 

social movement literature (Flam and King, 2005). 

Frustration in not being heard and of having a limited impact can lead to social movements 

turning their indignation to the actors that have failed them, according to Jason (2011). He 

notes that “Indignation at one’s government can be especially moving, as it involves a sense 

of betrayal” (p. 292). The government need not to be the cause for the problem, they can 
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almost in all situation be blamed for not protecting their people from the problem (Jasper, 

2014). While Jasper claims that the frustration with the government turns into indignation, 

which is defined as anger with injustice in most dictionaries. 

In social movements there is a tension between demonization of individuals for causing 

social problems and blaming more abstract systems such as capitalism. The demonization of 

villains increase a sense of threat and urgency (Jasper, 2014). However, while the feeling 

that it’s ‘us against them’ is motivating participants in social movements, it requires a ‘good’ 

and a ‘bad’ side (Melucci, 1996).  

A system perspective, on the other hand, sees anger as going beyond being against someone 

or something. Anger can also be visionary (Ahmed, 2004). As Jasper (2014) points out, 

“individual villains are inexplicable without a theory of why they do bad things” (p. 103). 

Ahmed (2004) writes about how the feminist’s “against-ness” gives the movement it’s edge, 

but “feminism does not necessarily ‘stay with’ anger” (p. 177). She describes feminism’s 

‘capacity to move’ as a process of learning to read the world. People don’t always know why 

they feel angry. Feminism, therefor, moves from anger into an interpretation of what one is 

against, by connecting the object of anger to broader patterns and structures. In this way, 

anger, becomes creative and both creates a language that one can use to respond to what 

one is against, and an understanding that the object is not separated from the world. This 

language thus becomes a reading of and response to the world. Such an objectless critique 

of the world opens up to possibilities that are not located in the present, according to 

Ahmed (2004). She views the loss of an object not as a “failure of feminism activism”, but as 

its “capacity to move, or to become a movement” (p. 176). No longer is the action limited by 

what one is against in the here and now, because as Ahmed puts is anger “is also being for 

something, but something that has yet to be articulated or is not yet” (2004, p. 175).  

Head (2016) highlights the importance of both anger and grief. She argues that grief will 

allow us to be more creative in our creation of the future, and that we must deal with the 

painful and difficult emotions in our response to climate change. Ahmed (2004) describes 

anger as a translation of pain. To her, being angry is “to assume that something is wrong,” 

but acknowledge wrongdoing is painful, as it requires entering into shame (2004, p. 175). 

While guilt refers to wrongdoing in actions, shame is about the quality of the self and can be 

described as ‘feeling bad’ or a feeling of “the subject ‘being against itself’” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 
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103). Jasper highlights that if shame goes unacknowledged it can lead to insult and 

aggression. Acknowledging one’s shame is essential to what Brown (2006) call ‘shame 

resilience’. Such resilience involves acknowledging personal vulnerability, reaching out, 

speaking shame, as well as critical awareness. According to Brown’s (2006) research, the 

opposite of experiencing shame is experiencing empathy, where empathy is defined as the 

ability to see the world from the perspective of others, not to judge others, to understand 

the feelings of others, and to communicate the understanding of other people’s feelings.  

Anger in combination with moral shame is different from anger combined with indignation, 

and these combinations have implications for action, according to Jasper (2011). He argues 

that a combination ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ emotions operates as moral batteries “driving 

action forward” (2011, p. 298), such as for example love for the group and hatred for 

outsiders (Jasper, 2011; Melucci, 1996). Woods et al.’s (2012) ladder of emotions in protest 

can also contain such combinations of emotions, such as emotions of love for a place 

combined with emotions of fear and anger when that place is under threat. Another 

example is the emotion of frustration with the political system combined with emotions of 

excitement and thrill resulting from protesting to change that system (Woods et al., 2012). 

Feeling of indignation and threat combined with joy and satisfaction is also found to be a 

powerful combination of emotions driving environmental struggles (Poma and Gravante, 

2015). Ahmed (2004) and Henderson (2008) also describe anger as the energy that drives 

action. Henderson (2008) especially highlight the power of anger when combined with hope, 

courage and love.  

Woods et al.’s (2012) ladder of emotions show that emotions are combined in protest 

mobilizations in ways that fuels action. However, the sixth step in the ladder is emotions of 

withdrawal, such as exhaustion and disillusion. It can seems like batteries run out, and King 

(2005) has looked into how activists ‘recharge’. She emphasize the need for reflexivity to 

avoid emotional exhaustion.  

Henderson (2008) suggests that further research on anger should look into both the 

particular types of anger, from annoyance to rage, as well as the negative aspects of anger. 

She argues that there are things people should be angry about, so researchers ought to 

concern themselves with the absence of anger as well. Henderson’s idea seems to be that 
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people need a space for anger within, or in her own words: “If there is hope for anger, it 

must be (re)located within (Henderson, 2008, p. 35). 

These conceptualizations of anger consider anger as an emotion category, which is the most 

relevant for anger related to climate change, as climate change is a complex issue, pointing 

toward anger as related to meaning-making. Ahmed (2004) model of anger is also 

processual, which is useful to understand the motivational aspects of different types of 

anger, ranging from low to high levels of reflection.   

 

3.3.2 Belonging  

Belonging has been identified as a basic human need (Jasper, 2011) and is defined by Brown 

(2015) as “the innate human desire to be part of something larger than us” (p. 145). The 

nomadic subject in Braidotti’s ethics have multiple belongings, and it yearns to construct 

itself in complex social relations. Braidotti (2006) argues that it takes desire, ability and 

courage to sustain multiple belongings.  

Jasper (2011) highlight belonging as a strong motivational force in social movements. While 

Jasper mentions that belonging can draw people to collective action, his main focus is on 

how “a feeling of belonging to a group often keeps people there”. In belonging, Jasper 

includes emotions of love and pride, as well as emotional excitement. In Jasper’s review of 

the theory on emotions and social movements he identified joy and desire as two important 

motivations related to group belonging (Jasper, 2011). “The desire to have an effect on the 

world” is described by Jasper (2011) as a “great family of motivations” (p. 291). The 

anticipation of making an impact on such change, have been found to be a great drive for 

action (Gupta, 2009). Jasper (2011) explains that this desire for change often is grounded in 

a moral vision or ideology holding the belief that the world should be different and thus 

needs to change.  

Utopia is defined by Wright (2012) as “both a nowhere place and a good place. It is the 

fantasy of a perfect world that fully embodies our moral ideals” (p. 3). In such, utopias can 

also be seen as what Jasper (2011) calls a ‘moral vision’ which is the foundation of the desire 

for change that is so closely tied to belonging. Wright (2012) argues that the need for 

alternatives to capitalism are “as great as ever” (p. 78). He explores a utopian framework to 

explore such alternatives and write about what he calls ‘real utopias’. Real utopias have 
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strong community aspects and examples such utopias in real life are public libraries, worker-

owned cooperatives, urban agriculture with community land trusts, and unconditional basic 

income.  

Although Wright (2012) seems to believe that the idea of real utopias hold great potential 

for exploring and realizing alternatives to capitalism, he is not arguing that utopias are real, 

‘real utopias’ are rather meant to provoke by combining two words that Wright argue do not 

comfortably go together: 

“The idea of real utopias embraces this tension between dreams and practice: utopia implies 

developing visions of alternatives to dominant institutions that embody our deepest 

aspirations for a world in which all people have access to the conditions to live flourishing 

lives. ... A real utopian holds on to emancipatory ideals without embarrassment or cynicism 

but remains fully cognizant of the deep complexities and contradictions of realizing those 

ideals.” (Wright, 2012, p. 3). 

Wright (2012) particularly mentions local community-based initiatives as an important 

strategy for successful transformation and to create real utopias by “showing that another 

world is possible”(p. 22).  

Satisfaction in the form of joy, confidence and agency sustain collective action, according to 

Jasper (2011). Examples of what keeps participants in social movements going are the joy of 

fusion, the confidence of positive outcomes, the pleasure of conversation and interaction, 

and the sense of making history. Jasper (2011) argues that emotions cannot simply be 

described as initiating or sustaining motivation, as emotions “are part of a flow of action” (p. 

297).  

Love, belonging and joy are some of the emotional experiences that make us the most 

vulnerable, according to Brown (2015). Vulnerability can be an important factor in building 

community (Summers-Effler, 2005), as well as in constituting emotional support cultures 

(King, 2005). An emotional culture that is open and empathic can support activists in their 

process of forming a new identity outside the dominant social norms, and such support is 

especially important in more individualized forms of activism (King, 2005). 
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3.3.3 Responsibility and care  

Responsibility is a concept that involves justice and care, it’s highly political and deeply 

emotional (Lawson, 2007; Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). Responsibility is also tied to our 

identity as it can be seen to be ascribed to individuals not for what they have done but for 

who they are (Gatens and Lloyd, 1999; Massey, 2004a).  

Justice and care can be viewed in a dualistic way, where justice is political, rational, 

universal, whereas care is private, emotional and practical (Lawson, 2007). On the one hand, 

Lawson argues that shifting our attention from justice to care in relation to responsibility can 

shine light on “the specific sites and social relationships that produce the need for care” 

because care is so concrete (2007 p 3). On the other hand, she highlight how attention to 

these sites and relations that produce the need for care also brings to attention the 

structures that create injustice. Care and justice need not to be in opposition.  

Tschakert and St.Clair (2013) acknowledge historic injustice and exploitation, but view 

responsibility as underpinned by care and solidarity. Responsibility to care build on a 

relational ontology that views care as an embodied phenomenon and embrace the notion of 

care for distant others (Lawson, 2007; Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). This resembles what 

Gatens and Lloyd (1999) call ‘Spinozistic responsibility’, which is responsibility characterized 

by exactly relationality, embodiment and extension.  

Care ethics understand the world “in terms of the connections that binds us together” 

(Lawson, 2007). This relational ontological also connect humans with the non-human world 

and “embrace the future with responsibility and care, despite the intrinsic complexity and 

unknowability” (Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). 

Lawson (2007) ties care to values such as empathy, responsiveness, attentiveness and 

responsibility. These are values that, she writes, are more often mobilized in near and 

familiar places, still she argues that care can move beyond the local to distant others. 

Massey (2004a) describes responsibility as a nested set of Russian dolls, and writes that 

“There is kind of accepted understanding that we care first for, and have our first 

responsibility toward, those nearest in” (p. 9). However, our daily lives are tied to distant 

others, and Massey (2005) argues that by reflection on our action that ties us to others we 

find political responsibility. Tschakert and St.Clair (2013) argues that it is the extension of 
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“care of bodies and embodied care experiencing to distant others” that give care the 

potential to guide “broader transformative change processes” (p. 270).  

Lawson (2007) describes how an emotional connection to place combined with a threat to 

that place can trigger a care response to potential loss of human or non-human life. She 

argues that care for humans and the more-than-human is deeply connected and encourage 

thinking about “how caring, bestowing love, affection, or stewardship in places and upon 

animals ... also involves relations of power and domination” (pp. 6-7). To Lawson it is of 

great importance to relate care to society and relations of power. She argues that although 

care is tied to individual emotions, such as joy, outrage and grief, care is much more than 

that: It’s a political concept that “must not be sentimentalized or privatized” (p. 5). Feminists 

have been critical of ways that care work have been privatized and devalued, and Lawson 

(2007) argues that focusing responsibilities on individuals and communities localize 

responsibility and thereby separates the global west from responsibility for environmental 

disasters and other global problems and injustices.  

Massey (2004a) and Tschakert and St.Clair (2013) also view responsibility as political and 

collective. Political responsibility is said to always by collective and go beyond the individual 

to involve global citizenship that connects the local and the global (Tschakert and St.Clair, 

2013). Massey (2004a) explore the relationship between identity and responsibility and base 

her analysis on Spinozistic responsibility. The idea behind Spinozistic political responsibility 

rest on a view of individuals as relational and not as “bordered territories”. In relational 

individuals the difference between self-interest and concern for the good of others becomes 

blurred, and this allows for a reimagining of responsibility where “individuals can take 

responsibility for what they have not themselves done” (Gatens and Lloyd, 1999, p. 74). 

Gatens and Lloyd argue that the responsibility we take on because of “who we are” is always 

political. Tschakert and St.Clair (2013) also builds on the work of Gatens and Lloyd and 

highlight sociability as the core of responsibility. They argue that when care become 

solidarity, it can change who we are. Tschakert and St.Clair (2013) focus on internalized care 

and the potential embodied care has to transform values and worldviews, which they view 

as important for a radical social transformation. Values and worldviews is defined by O’Brien 

and Sygna (2013) as part of the personal sphere of transformation. By this definition 

responsibility to care is not just political but also deeply personal.  
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All these conceptualizations of responsibility emphasize the relational nature of 

responsibility and in such challenge the “Russian doll” metaphor, and extent responsibility to 

stewardship for the planet, making this literature on responsibility especially favourable to 

explain responsibility and care in relation to the global issue of climate change.  

 

3.4 Hope versus optimism 

Hope is a complex concept (Ojala, 2012). Conceptualizations of hope range from ideas of 

hope as a passive feeling of optimism about the future to visions of embodied hope 

grounded in everyday practices activating agency (Ojala, 2012; Anderson, 2006; Braidotti, 

2006; Head, 2016). The conceptualizations of hope in this review all define hope as 

something more than optimism. 

Maria Ojala (2012) has developed the concept of ‘constructive hope’ from data regarding 

climate change sampled from youths. Her concept is based on three themes, being ‘positive 

re-appraisal’, ‘trust in different societal actors’ and ‘trust in the efficiency of individual 

action’. These themes are described as “sources of hope” and pathways towards desired 

goals (Ojala, 2012, p. 128). Ojala (2012) brings in the collective dimension of hope through 

her focus on trust, both in self and others. However, her study is still limited to “private-

sphere pro-environmental engagement”, not collective and political forms of such 

engagement. She views hope as a phenomenon that can be measured within the individual, 

ranging from low to high levels (Ojala, 2012, p. 627). 

Ben Anderson has advanced the concept of hope in geography (Head 2016). Grounded in 

geographies of emotions and affect he engages “with hope  as a type of relation emergent 

from particular encounters” (Anderson, 2006, p. 748). He is interested not so much in the 

quantitative presence of hope, but rather “the taking place of hope”: how people are being 

and becoming hopeful (Anderson, 2006, p. 733). In Andersons universe, humans are 

connected to each other and the rest of the world, with the capacity for affecting others and 

being affected by others. Head (2016) further develops the concepts advanced by Anderson. 

She highlights four points made by Anderson which she considers especially relevant for 

hope regarding global environmental change: Hope is a process creating possibility for doing 

things differently; it carries grief; it’s risky and holds uncertainty; and its everyday, providing 
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a starting point for imagining a different world. Head (2006) advance a concept of hope 

“found in practices rather than particular emotions” (p. 11). 

Hope is depicted in the theory as an emotion, as effect, as an process possessing an object, 

and as a practice (Ojala, 2012; Anderson, 2006; Braidotti, 2006; Head 2016). Anderson 

(2006) distinguish between hope as affect, emotion, process, and practice. First, hopefulness 

is defined as a combination of background feelings emerging from affect. Second, hope as 

emotion is constructed as people interpret these feelings and provide them with function 

and meaning. Third, actual hopes emerge through relating the emotion of hope to a specific 

object. Forth, Anderson describe hope as a practice of encounters, where one is affecting 

and being affected by others. While Head (2016) oppose hope as emotion and define it as a 

practice entangled in a range of other emotions, Ojala (2012) acknowledges that hope has 

many aspects, including emotional, cognitive, existential, identity-related and social ones. 

Still, she argues that hope is more than an illusion or a feel-good emotion. These scholars all 

agree that hope is something else than optimism.  

The concept of hope has been critiqued for relating closely to unrealistic optimism and 

denial, for being shallow, unimportant and based on wishful thinking rather than agency 

(McGeer, 2004). Ojala’s (2012) studies also showed that hope without worry, which 

indicated denial, was not motivating pro-environmental behaviour. Henderson (2008) 

criticizes academic theorists for being too focused on hope in general, resulting in 

“enlightened optimism”, while so many people live in poverty. She poses the question: 

“Should we feel hopeful in the face of another’s misfortune?” (p 29). At the same time, 

Henderson (2008) acknowledges that hope is essential, as there can be no politics without 

hope. Head (2012), on the other hand, address her critique more specifically towards the 

modern hope of progress and improvement, as well as the “deep cultural pressure in the 

West” to be optimistic (p 8). Head argues that we need to decouple hope from optimism, 

and that the focus on overly positive outcomes is a kind of denial (2008).   

To Lasch (1991), hope and optimism are two different things. He reflects on this distinction 

between hope and optimism in his reconsideration of progress. Lasch relates optimism to a 

belief in progress, while those who hope are those that expect the worst. Hope and despair 

are born out of the same circumstances (1991). Thus, the foundation of hope for Lash and 

also Anderson is not optimism, but trust. A deep trust in life that allow us to be open to a 
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good future. Anderson (2006) describes becoming hopeful as an act of relating to others. 

This relational hope emerges from encounters and involves “a more attuned ability to affect 

and be affected by a processual world” (p .747). Those who hope and trust will always be 

disappointed, and therefore always be in need of hope (Lasch, 1991).  

To be up to this intensity of life “entails great faith in the connection to all that lives. This is 

the love for the world that frames a horizon of sustainability and hence hope.”, Braidotti 

(2006, p. 278) writes. In her sustainable ethics, becoming an ethical subject involves 

practicing “a humble kind of hope, rooted in the ordinary micro-practices of everyday life: 

simple strategies to hold, sustain and map out thresholds of sustainable transformations.” 

(Braidotti, 2006, p. 278). Hope here, is an everyday practice of transformation.  

Head (2016) has looked deeper into the practice of hope in relation to climate change. She 

highlight the importance of loss and mourning, arguing that denial and grief will be part of 

our hopeful practices (Head 2016). Denial can also be seen as a practice, it takes work to 

construct collective denial. However, Norgaard (2006) highlights that denial is not 

necessarily a practice based in greed, inhumanity or lack of intelligence. She believes denial 

should be understood as a sign of empathy and compassion – the bad news are simply too 

hard to take in when you care deeply about the world.  

Hope is a practice that involves accepting loss, working through painful emotions, and 

developing a new sense of self, as well as emotions such as love and fascination regarding 

one’s work. Recognizing the broad spectre of emotions entangled in hope can open up 

possibilities, according to Head (2016). Henderson (2008) makes the same argument and ties 

hope to emotions such as love, courage and anger. 

Studies among young people have found that many see climate change as an existential 

threat to life on earth and that hopelessness, pessimism, helplessness and inactivity are 

common. Many are also lacking good stories about the future (Ojala, 2012). What they need 

is hope, Ojala (2012) argues. She found that hope can create climate change engagement in 

youths. In her studies she found that positive re-appraisal promoted “an active stance 

towards the problems” (p. 636). The youths were not denying climate change as a threat, 

but were able to reverse their perspective by thinking about the problems in different ways. 

They used strategies such as putting climate change in a historical perspective, and forcing 

themselves to focus on positive aspects. Trust in other actors also seemed to motivate the 
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participants. Ojala argues that this imply that trust does not equal a disclaimer, and that this 

is positive as climate change requires collective action. While she found that hope can cause 

pro-environmental behaviour, other studies have identified how action can strengthen 

feelings of hope: “When people start to do something concrete it seems as if hope is evoked 

by the actions themselves. Hope, in a sense, becomes embodied.” (Ojala, 2012, p. 627). 
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4 Becoming deeply engaged  

How do people become deeply engaged in climate change action? 

Becoming deeply engaged in climate change action emerged as a process of in-depth 

personal transformation. The participants described transformative life journeys which lead 

them to deep engagement. Through this engagement they also found their place in the 

transformation to sustainability. Braidotti (2006, p. 5) defines sustainable becomings as “In-

depth transformations of the dominant vision of human subjectivity”. In this chapter, I use 

on her framework for sustainable becomings to analyze the participants journeys in light of 

the processes of becoming other, becoming animal, and becoming world. 

First, I present my data in the form of six narratives of becoming deeply engaged. Second, I 

draw on these narratives to analyze the process of becoming engage and how this process is 

related to place.  

 

4.1 Narratives of becoming deeply engaged 

In this part I will present six narratives of becoming deeply engaged in climate change action. 

In my data, I found many examples of personal transformations, and the most relevant is 

presented here in a narrated form. Some participants told stories about becoming engaged 

in climate change action with a starting point of non-engagement. For example, The Green 

Party Member did not care at all about the environment in the start of his transformational 

journey. Other participants told stories about a deepening of their engagement for climate 

change. These narratives describe processes of becoming other (detaching from identity), 

becoming animal (becoming embedded and embodied in nature), and becoming world 

(becoming a ‘we’). Although the narratives are a presentation of data, they have been 

narrated through Braidotti’s conceptual framework, and can also be read with this 

framework in mind.  
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´The Green Party Member: From capitalism to political purpose 

Since The Green Party Member was a child he wanted to change the world. Because he had 

not found his purpose in life, he turned to a capitalist vision of how to make an impact: 

“...my starting point from I was like tiny to until like the end of my teens, the start of my 20s 

was: ‘Ok, fine, I don’t know what I want to do with my life so then I just have to become rich 

and then I give away all my money to charity, and then that’s my contribution ... I was totally 

obsessed by the idea of becoming rich when I was young, also because we had little money 

when I grew up, so then it like got more valuable to me. But then I grew up and became an 

adult, started BI , then found out that ‘Fuck, this is not my thing’, so I dropped out of school, 

and so some years sort of passed where I buzzed around and tried to figure out what I wanted 

to become.” 

He started by questioning happiness and trying to figure out what made him happy. When 

he realized that things did not make him happy he started to get rid of them: 

“I gave away my 200-300 books, and then all I had left was a small carry-on suitcase of stuff. I 

had less than a hundred things at one time, if you, and then it’s kind of funny, if you count 

every pair of socks as two things, I still had less than a hundred things in my life”. 

Getting rid of almost every material belonging was a part of what he called a personal 

transformation, and it made it clearer to him what he really valued and was fond of. During 

this transformational process he came to value nature and wanting to care for the planet. He 

also realized that he had to take responsibility: 

“I was kind of a technological optimist and thought that this is going to be solved, and then I 

gradually realized that ‘Oh my God, it’s not given that things will be ok’, it is dependent on 

humans actually taking care of what we have.” 

The Green Party member had a history of drugs, and at one point he thought: “Either you 

get yourself together or it goes to hell, sort of”. He quit his job and moved back to his home 

place to sort things out. It was here he decided to become a member of The Green Party, 

out of anger with destruction of local nature. He started to volunteer for the party and 

ended up working full time to advance the green project. Looking back he can see a red 

tread throughout his life that has brought him to where he is today. After struggling with 

finding a life purpose, he is now finally happy with having found what he wants to do. “Now I 

do exactly what I feel is right to do”, he says. 
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The Grower: A search for meaning in a fucked up world 

“...to make a long story short I was driving in Texas in Austin where I used to work for Apple. I 

was driving to and from work all the time, radio, mindless, so I started listen to a podcast and, 

you know, a lot of the podcasts were about making significant changes. At that point it was the 

Iraq war, and I realized from one of the podcasts I listened to that 1/3 of my taxes was going to 

the military industry complex. I was like: ‘fuck that, I’m not paying, I’m not paying’ ... I was like: 

‘I’ll leave the country’...” 

When he moved to Norway in 2007 he thought: “this makes sense, we can do this”, when 

thinking about solving the problem of climate change. Since then, he said “little has been 

done”. He started to take responsibility for his own actions and search for a deeper 

understanding of the issue: 

“I realized that ok, cut back on flying, cut back on energy consumption, and as you gradually 

become more aware, you start to understand more and more, you start to hunt for the crucks 

of it, what is reason we are this misaligned?” 

His journey has been “a series of waves of massive depression, serious depression, and 

total inaction”. He said: “I am actually just in the tail end of one of those now, a minor 

wave of that”. To stay active, he tries to alignment with the flow of nature, and adapt his 

own ecology in his green house. He talked about “that feeling” that only lasts for a 

minute, when he aligns with nature and feels he is resonating with his ecology:  

“...it is a weird feeling, but it is kind of like when you are catching a wave when you are surfing 

or sailing, it is just everything just changes, it is like from black and white to colour. Yeah. And 

it usually doesn’t happen, it is different levels of intensity, listening to a symphony with 30 

instrument with a guitar solo, it is much harder to pull of the symphony. But a guitar solo is 

nice to.” 

At the same time, his perception that “shit is going to hell all over the world” cause anxiety 

that keeps him from truly resonating: “there has always been that anxiety knowing that the 

big picture is fucked”. He said connection is one of the things that is missing in the world. He 

don’t understand why people cannot see that their part of something bigger:  

“...we are so split up into our little units, our little chicken hen boxes that we are stuck in all 

over the place. We have this idea, or it seems like we interact with each other like we are all in 

our own little universes, I don’t understand that”. 
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The Ocean Entrepreneur: Becoming one with nature  

“...I’ve been through a process, luckily some years back, when I was very cynical, not very 

empathic, with the attitude of: ‘this is science, everything must be documented’, and so on. 

Luckily for me, I got away from that a little, became more open for new input ... It all happened 

one day. I woke up and something it was like ‘pling’, and I thought ‘oi man, I’ve messed up’. 

I’ve always thought ‘This is what I’ve learned’, and if the students said something else, then I’d 

be like “no, no, that’s not correct’. Then you google it and it’s correct, but you’re like: ‘No, I’m 

teaching, I can’t be wrong’. But then I woke up one day and realized that ‘damn, I know 

nothing’. After that day my teaching improved so much, and so did my life.” 

Although that ‘one day’ was important, The Ocean Entrepreneur describe this process as a 

process of maturing, and as she became more open to “new input” she also became more 

spiritual. To her, spirituality is to be open for things that we do not understand. She showed 

a great interest to understand both the perspectives of other people and the more-than-

human.  

I asked The Ocean Entrepreneur about stories that had motivated her, and she mentioned a 

book series about a group of youths who turn into animals to save the world. These books 

“placed a tiny seed” in her head “about animals having feelings too”: 

“...that feeling, because I remember standing on the shore once and picture how it would be 

to transform into a seal and jump in. And I think that book series have given me a weird idea 

about putting oneself in the animal’s place, sort of. And I don’t know how, if anything at all, 

but it seems it has done something to my head...” 

The more-than-human is a motivation to her, and through her engagement he tries “to 

spread some joy and some humour into the otherwise dystopian crisis situation that is going 

on these day” and to work to foster “the positive inner motivation” in people. However, in 

her work to strengthen other people’s relation to nature, she lost her place in the whole 

thing. Finding back to her place, included saying ‘no’ and realizing the joy of missing out, as 

well as finding back to nature: 

 “I remember in 2017 I had 11 days off, including weekends ... I became totally exhausted ... I 

sort of woke up last winter and started to feel a little again. Now I feel a lot, but I’ve been 

some 60 percent pissed of at the whole world ... But I’m slowly starting to find back to running 

barefoot in the forest and being one with nature”. 
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The Green Blogger: Finding her you-shaped-hole  

The Green Blogger studied in Berkeley, and at that time she was searching for what she 

wanted to do with her life. A professor told her to “be the change you want to see in the 

world”, and this message resonated with her: 

“When I was in Berkeley, and met this professor, but also lived in a collective where people 

were very like: garden outside, some were vegans, people were very engaged in society, and 

that was when I just like: ‘shit, this makes sense to me’. I had a revelation, kind of.” 

Back in Norway, The Green Party and a green blog collective, became important for her 

environmental engagement. And she formed a green identity, seeing herself as “the green 

person” in her family. She also describes herself as “being concerned about what’s morally 

right”. This had some negative impacts on her life. She would be in a family gathering and 

think: “oh my God, they just eat meat, no focus on eco, and throw away everything 

afterwards.” This way of thinking made her tired. She said that “with those environmental 

glasses on you just get totally exhausted in the end”. 

Reading and listening to personal stories opened her eyes to the perspectives of other 

people and made her less judgemental. And one community was been especially important 

to her in this process of becoming empathic. In a feminist group including about eight young 

women from all over the world, she shared and listened to personal stories about different 

themes that helped their personal development. In this group vulnerability is important, 

which involves also sharing the low points in life. The Green Blogger told me about how 

they, in one of their meetings, discussed a poem called ‘You-Shaped Hole’: 

“It’s about one who sees the world, or feel a little left out in the world, just sees, everything 

feels a little strange and terrible, or ‘shit, is it just I who see that these thigs are absurdly 

wrong?’, but then it’s like ‘shit, the world has a hole exactly for me’, like a puzzle were you are 

one tiny piece, and your glasses, or your way of seeing things, what you’re seeing is missing, 

then you have sort of a calling to do something about it. It is sort of your, not duty, but 

something you can do, that’s why you’re here and not, not that you have to change 

everything, but that your perspective is valuable.” 

While reflecting on the poem in the group, The Green Blogger felt she had found her calling 

and landed in place. The poem also speaks beautifully about the lesson she has learned 

through her journey, which is that everyone’s perspective is valuable.  
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YOU-SHAPED HOLE 
 
Sometimes the world feels inhospitable. 
You feel all the ways that you and it don’t fit. 
You see what’s missing, how it all could be different. 
 
You feel as if you weren’t meant for the world, or the world wasn’t meant for you,  
as if the world is “the way it is” and your discomfort with it a problem. 
 
So you get timid. You get quiet about what you see. 
 
But what if this? 
 
What if you are meant 
to feel the world is inhospitable, unfriendly, off-track 
in just the particular ways that you do? 
 
The world has a you-shaped hole in it. 
It is missing what you see. 
It lacks what you know 
and so you were called into being. 
To see the gap, to feel the pain of it, and to fill it. 
 
Filling it is speaking what is missing. 
Filling it is stepping into the center of the crowd, into a clearing, 
and saying, here, my friends, is the future. 
 
You don’t have to do it all, but you do have to speak it. 
You have to tell your slice of the truth. 
You do have to walk toward it with your choices, with your own being. 
 
Then allies and energies will come to you like fireflies swirling around a light. 
 
The roughness of the world, the off-track-ness, the folly that you see, 
these are the most precious gifts you will receive in this lifetime. 
 
They are not here to distance you from the world, 
but to guide you to your contribution to it. 
 
The world was made with a you-shaped hole in it. 
In that way you are important. 
In that way you are here to make the world. 
In that way you are called. 
 
 
 
– Tara Mohr 
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The Food Entrepreneur: Becoming a spider that spins a human web  

“I think it started when I quit, I stood in front of a cross road in life in 2010-2009, ‘ok, here I’m 

really part of the problem, I’m part of creating, the food system I’m part of is not working’, and 

the change that ‘I wish to be part of the solution’ was the first step”. 

After reading an IPCC report, she wanted to test how it “felt in her body” to live sustainably, 

so she started what she called an utopian experiment: 

“When I had my experiment I tried to sleep outside as much as I could, and I and my boyfriend 

had a practice where we were out at least one day a week and made food on a fire, to be close 

to the elements ... very much of my practice is about being close to nature”.  

She explained how being in untouched nature has a deep emotional effect on her: 

“I think, I think it’s kind of is my entrance to empathy, that like, it’s very, very linked to being in 

contact with myself and having capacity to feel a love for others and take in my surroundings 

and the people around me, while in the city when it’s too much I notice that I disconnect a 

little, then it’s not enough energy to be empathic and it limits itself”. 

In the city The Food Entrepreneur meditates to get some of the same effects on her capacity 

for empathy, and she tried to explain how meditation creates this space for empathy: 

«...I think silence and calm, do you know the term ‘void’? If you’re driving in a boat, and you 

stick the hand in the water, and then you create a kind of empty space, and then, then the 

water can sort of just flow naturally into that empty space, and then, I think that’s a little what 

you create by meditating, and what you create by being silent or being in harmony with your 

impulses, that you create such a space where what is naturally can actually have room to crawl 

in, and it’s not like you’re all the time striving for things”. 

Meditation and being in nature is a spiritual practice for her. Through this practice she 

was able to make space for hardship and difficult emotions: “I have much more space for 

that not everything has to be easy, because it is not easy”. Throughout her utopian 

process she asked herself “why are you here?” She found her answer in her capacity for 

connection: 

“My greatest ability is to connect to the food ... and connect it to people, that, that’s what I’m 

best at, and then I think it’s very nice to link those different people who have these different 

abilities and let them tell their story. So I’m much more like a spider who spins a web of other 

people”. 
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The Rebel: To feel the pain of the world and still be fine 

“The refraction started especially when I arrived at the point ‘I am actually lesbian, I like girls. 

Then I had to take a stand on social norms, social identity, your identity, personal identity, to 

everything. So now I’ve done that, got through that, so ok, but what else, what else is there 

that I don’t have, what kind of truths have I been fed that I have taken for granted, thought 

that ‘that’s just how it is’”. 

The Rebel said that it took her about nine years, from she was 10 till she was 19, to become 

“ok” with being gay. Acknowledging that this was a long-term process for her, made her 

realize that she also needed to give her parents time to “let go of all the ideas they have had 

about my life”. She recognized that if she were not to give them that time, conflict would 

occur and the result might have been that she and her parents would never again “meet 

each other, see each other, sort of, be there for each other”. This experience made her trust 

that other people can change too. Questioning social norms and identity was another result 

of coming out to her parents. Such questioning made her reflect on how she wanted to live 

her life: 

It’s like, everything is tied to how you want to live your life, because that is the only thing we 

can do. And how you chose to live your life impact which people you meet and what circles 

you end up in, how you become, definitely how you become.” 

In 2015 she met a guy that loved the outdoors, and by learning from him how to live 

outdoors, she adopted a way of being in the forest that became important to her: 

 “I walk alone in the forest, I rarely walk with people, so it can be a little introspect, it’s sort of 

self-reflection, it becomes silence, but not silence as absence of sound, just natural sound, 

eemm. It becomes minimalism and presence, definitely presence ... To play is a big part of it, 

being out in nature for me can also be a place for play. I run through the forest like a roe deer, 

running fast through the trees, running forth and back, running round and round, up, down, so 

it’s about being trying to be quiet and do it in one with nature, that can be play for me also 

now into adulthood, but if I do that, if I bring someone who is not ‘there’, then it can look 

extremely weird.” 

Self-reflection, play, and minimalistic presence in the forest have made The Rebel align 

with her personal values, such as unity, love and honesty, which guide her work: 
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“I can’t work with something that is not in line with my values. I have done it before. I think 

many people do, and it creates a dissonance, and it does not make us content, to say it like 

that, so I try to the largest extent possible to make every choice in line with my values, and the 

most important value I have is ‘unity with nature’, because there is so much that pops out 

from it, it’s also love, call it mature love, it’s also honesty, because we cannot manage without, 

yeah. I do not think I can any longer, I have arrived at a point where I can no longer do things I 

cannot stand for.” 

The Rebel joined XR because she shares their values and mission. She talked about that in 

XR they have a regenerative culture, which to her means having empathy with the whole 

world. In XR they practice meditation which allows her to feel outwards: 

“It’s about calming down, calming down enough  to feel outwards. We think a lot about 

ourselves, ‘I must do this, I must do that’, I have those expectations, ‘me me me me me’. 

Regenerative, especially in XR, does so that we calm down, does that we come to a place 

where we feel good with ourselves, and then it creates a type of empathy that makes it 

possible to seek outwards .. when we get there, when I have managed to be empathic, not just 

with those around me, but empathy with the world, do you understand? To sit there and feel, 

that I’m sitting here in the sun on a green patch in Oslo and feel that all is safe, but have that 

empathy with what happens in other parts of the world, and actually feel that that can be sad 

for other people, but that it is also possible to be fine, and have a worldview more like that. 

That’s what I call regenerative. Do we have the capacity to understand that we have such a, 

that we are all a little connected? I wish all other well, I wish all other the good I have, I wish to 

work for that. Yes.”  
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4.2 Becoming deeply engaged and place 

Engagement is a process of becoming other, animal and world. The participants’ 

engagement creates relations to other people and the more-than-human. Relational place 

can be defined as a network of such relations (Bosco, 2006; Cresswell, 2008). Here, I will 

explore how the processes of becoming is tied to relational place.  

First, I will discuss the ethical and emotional dimensions of becoming other. Second, I will 

discuss the processes of embeddedness and embodiment in becoming animal. Third, I will 

discuss the importance of living in the imagination of place. Finally, I conclude. 

 

4.2.1 Engagement is ethical and emotional 

The narratives show that becoming deeply engaged involves a process of detaching from 

social identities. This is an emotional and ethical process that leads the participants to find a 

relational place. 

For the participants, becoming deeply engaged involves detaching from social identities, 

such as being ‘straight’, being a ‘technological optimist’, or being a ‘cynical biologist’. This 

process of detachment is part of what Braidotti (2006) calls ‘becoming other’. The death of a 

social identity dissolves the social labels of embodied location (Braidotti, 2006). This loss of 

identity makes the participants search for their own personal place in the world. Both 

emotions and ethics are important in this search for meaning (Smith, 2005).  

First, Becoming other is an ethical process (Braidotti). The Rebel’s story shows how 

detaching from the identity as straight freed her from her parents’ and societies 

expectations, and made her question social norms and identity. Social expectations are 

related to shame and social control (Brown, 2006). The liberation from social norms and 

identities increased The Rebel’s possibilities to make sustainable life choices in line with her 

values. In this way, her becoming lead to meaningful engagement for sustainability.  

Second, ethical becomings are emotional (Smith 2005, Braidotti, 2006). The role of emotions 

is clear in the story of The Green Party Member. To him, detaching from the identity as a 

technological optimist and materialist lead him to develop a responsibility to care for nature. 

He took responsibility by joining The Green Party, where he has finally found a meaningful 

way to engage, doing exactly what he feels is right. 
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However, detaching from dear identities is also difficult and involves painful emotions 

(Braidotti, 2006). For example, detaching from the identity of ‘technological optimist’ 

involved anxiety and depression for The Grower. He described feeling alone and 

disconnected from other people, which seems to make the process of becoming more 

painful. This might be why Braidotti (2006) emphasize the relational aspect of becoming 

other. Becoming other is not about becoming someone else, but about realizing that others 

are an integral part of one’s becoming. It’s a relational process (Braidotti, 2006).  

Relational place has been defined as a “a network of social relations” (Bosco, 2006, p 342). 

When the participants talk about their place, social relations are part of it, but it is also 

about finding a meaningful way of relating to the world, including the more-than-human. 

Place can be conceptualised as a way of relating to the world (Cresswell, 2008). By becoming 

engaged, the participants find new ways of relating to both humans and the more-than-

human. Place as relations seems to be an ever changing outcome of becoming engaged. 

Engagement creates the relations that lead the participants to find their place in the 

transformation to sustainability. Because the participants relate to the world in different 

ways, this is a unique, subjective and personal place, not a shared location.  

 

4.2.2 Deep engagement is more-than-human 

Becoming embodied and embedded in nature deepens the participants’ engagement and 

lead to deep questions about their place in the world. 

Understanding that we are embodied and embedded in nature displace anthropocentrism 

and opens the door for the more-than-human (Braidotti, 2006). Being in nature was 

important for the becomings of all the participants represented in the narratives. The Green 

Party Member said that nature was an important reason why he engaged in politics, but he 

could not explain how. It was hard for him to describe it, because he had not given it much 

reflection. The other participants showed a deep understanding of their embeddedness in 

nature and how it had affected them. For example, The Food Entrepreneur described how 

“being close to nature” calms her nervous system and allows her to connect to others. 

Becoming embodied and embedded in nature is part of the process of becoming animal. This 

process involves developing solidarity with other species (Braidotti, 2006). The Ocean 
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Entrepreneur showed solidarity with all species in the ocean, from dolphins to Polychaeta, 

and The Rebel expressed solidarity with all life. They both told stories about being in nature 

and embodying other species. While The Ocean Entrepreneur imagined she was a dolphin, 

The Rebel ran around the forest pretending to be a roe dear – embodying another animal 

through play. Becoming animal involves the creation of new sensorial and perceptive 

capacities (Braidotti, 2006). This may have been what The Ocean Entrepreneur experienced. 

She said that the dolphin experience “has done something” to her head, but she don’t know 

what “if anything at all”. I imagine that if you develop a new sensorial or perceptive capacity, 

that might be difficult to actually describe.  

Choosing stillness is important for becomings (Braidotti). To The Rebel, running is not just 

about running. It’s about running like a dear: “trying to be quiet and doing it in unity with 

nature”. Silence is important to her when she is in the forest, “not silence as absence of 

sound, just natural sound”. When the human sounds become silent, The Rebel can listen to 

nature more carefully. Smith (2005) writes about how nature is alive, it speaks to us. If we 

listen, we can learn to interpret and get a feeling for what the more-than-human express 

(Smith, 2005). The Grower talked about this feeling when he resonates with his ecology. It’s 

like listening to “a symphony” or “a guitar solo” depending on how intense he feels the 

resonance. This is his interpretation of nature.  

Interpretations of nature can make room for deep question about our place in nature 

(Smith, 2005). Nature, meaning natural areas with a low human impact, is a place for self-

reflection for the participants. For example, The Green Party Member went on a hike with a 

friend when he tried to decide which party to join. The participants becomings are about 

finding purpose. The participants ask themselves what makes them happy and why they’re 

here, what’s their calling. Their deep questions are related to meaning and leads to a 

meaningful place where the participants can engage deeply to take care of nature.  

 

4.2.3 Living in the imagination of relational place 

Becoming deeply engaged with the world is about more than finding place. It’s also about 

living in the imagination of one’s personal relational place.   
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To have knowledge about place is not the same as “to feel it, to live in its imagination” 

Massey writes (2005, p. 139). The participants all live in the imagination of their personal 

place, but to different extents. When The Green Party Member realized that his material 

belongings did not make him happy, he have away his more than 200 books. The Grower 

moved from the US  so that he would not contribute to the Iraq war. The Green Blogger tries 

to be the change she wants to see in the world. They live in the imagination of place and as a 

consequence their engagement deepens.  

One strategy to live in the imagination of place that the participants use it to align their way 

of life with their values. This is a common strategy amongst the participants. For example, 

The Rebel said she can no longer work with something that is not in line with her values. 

Becoming sustainable is an ethical becoming, and ethics are related to engagement 

(Braidotti, 2006; Smith, 2005). For example, The Ocean Entrepreneur talked about how it 

contributed to her exhaustion that she was not living like she was preaching. To become 

active again she needed to align with her vale ‘unity with nature’. The Ocean Entrepreneur 

talked specifically about value alignment as a strategy. In the value exercise she would mark 

both the values she identified with at the moment and her aspirational values.   

‘Becoming world’ is about the world becoming a ‘we’. It’s a bout connection (Braidotti, 

2006). While a few of the participants, such as The Food Entrepreneur and The Rebel live in 

the imagination of a connected world, others are struggling. The Food Entrepreneur use her 

capacity for empathy to connect the world, and The Rebel use this capacity to feel outwards 

and connect to the whole world, truly making her place a global one. The Grower, on the 

other hand, believed all humans are connecte but did not feel this human connection and 

could not break down the imaginative “chicken hen boxes” of capitalism. He cannot 

understand why “we interact with each other like we are all in our own little universes”. 

Living in the imagination of place is difficult. An ethical way of life is intense (Braidotti, 2006). 

The Green Blogger had found her calling - her ‘you-shaped-hole’. However, finding place, is 

intense and difficult. The world still “feels inhospitable” sometimes. You still “feel as if you 

weren’t meant for the world”. The message of the poem is that we are “meant to feel that 

the world is inhospitable, unfriendly, off-track”, because the world has a hole in each of our 

shapes, and we are called to see this gap, feel the pain of it and to fill it. Purpose does not 
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makes life easy, it just helps us live with hardship. Becomings are about being up for the 

intensity of life (Braidotti, 2006).  

 

4.3 Conclusion 

The narratives show that that even those who do not care about the environment at all can 

develop a deep responsibility to care for the planet, and that such deep engagement leads 

to practical, political and personal climate change action. The transformational process of 

becoming engaged is ethical and emotional. Becoming embedded and embodied in nature 

deepens the engagement and leads to deep questions about place. A relational place of 

meaningful engagement is the evolving result of becoming engaged. However, this is not an 

easy place to be. Becoming and living in the imagination of place is a deeply emotional 

process involving both painful and positive emotions. Emotions also emerge as central 

drivers of becoming engaged.  

In the next chapter, I will explore how the participants make space for emotions, what the 

important emotional motivations are, and how these evolve. 
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5 Emotional motivations 

What are the important emotional motivations for deep engagement, and how does these 

evolve? 

The main categories of emotional motivations that emerged in the data were anger and 

frustration, belonging, responsibility and care. Emotions have long been excluded from 

space in geography and there is a need to bring them back as they are important for our 

engagement with the world (Smith et al., 2009). Emotions are dynamic and need a space to 

move us into action (Ahmed, 2004; Bondi, 2005; Henderson, 2008). In this chapter I will 

present an analysis of both emotional spaces and the dynamic emotions which populate 

these spaces. I will analyse the motivational, demotivational and transformative aspects of 

the main emotional categories to access their importance for deep engagement.  

First, I will explore how the participants create spaces for emotions through spiritual 

practices. Second, I will discuss how participants move from reactive anger to interpretive 

anger and fascination through a strategy of non-judgement. Third, I will discuss how 

belonging motivates transformational action, and the need for personal development to 

sustain a transformative engagement. Forth, I will discuss how the responsibility the 

participants feel, is a personal responsibility to care. Finally, I conclude with a discussions of 

the motivational aspects of the presented emotional categories.  

 

5.1 Creating space for emotions 
 

We’ve been to Punch Karma together. It’s a cleaning process, and one does not just clean out 

nice things, there is a lot of dirt that needs to come out. That’s challenging. But now I’m able to 

stand in it in a whole different way than before. I have much more space for everything not 

having to be easy, because it’s not easy.  

                The Food Entrepreneur 

 

Through spiritual practices such as meditation and being in nature the participants create a 

space for emotions. This space is important because it helps the participants deal with 

difficult emotions, as well as develop strong motivational emotions. 
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Emotions are movements or events that takes place in real beings and in the world (Bondi, 

2005; Smith et al., 2009). For emotions to motivate climate change action we need a space 

within for emotions such as anger and responsibility (Handerson, 2008; Tschakert and 

St.Clair, 2013). From the narratives of becoming, it is clear that creating a space for emotions 

is an important part of this transformative process. Becomings involve creating a space in 

the participants for emotions such as care, anger, responsibility, joy and pain, as well as 

more diffuse emotions such as the quickly passing “feeling” of resonance with ecosystems, 

or the sense of being another animal.  

A spiritual Ayurvedic ritual created a space in The Food Entrepreneur for hardship and 

difficult emotions. Meditation and being in nature were more common practices for creating 

space for emotions. While some described these practices as spiritual and others not, there 

was a general discomfort related to speaking out the practices in spiritual terms. The 

participants would use terms such as ‘hubaluba’ and ‘hukous pocus’ when talking about 

spirituality. Even The Food Entrepreneur, who was the participant most comfortable with 

spirituality,  said she used to have “the spikes out” before she got familiar with spirituality 

herself.  

Braidotti (2006) argue that spirituality is an important part of becomings, but is also careful 

of how she defines it. In sustainable becomings, spirituality is not mystical or religious, but 

embodied, embedded and gratuitous, and about moving towards the more-than-human and 

connectedness (Braidotti, 2006). For those of the participants who considered their practices 

spiritual, this definition is suitable. It was the mystical and religious aspects of spirituality 

that discomforted the participants. 

The Ocean Entrepreneur defines spirituality as being open to what we don’t understand. 

Openness is part of being vulnerable (Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). Openness is also a key 

characteristic of relations space (Massey, 2005). Smith (2005) argues that emotional 

openness conserve space for the existence of others, also the more-than-human. This kind 

of openness is what The Rebel practiced when she ran around in the forest like a dear, and it 

is what The Food Entrepreneur practice when she is out in nature. However, they did not 

speak about conserving space, but constructing space. Construction in another key aspect of 

relational space (Massey, 2005).  
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The Rebel talked about how meditation allowed her to feel outwards, to feel the pain of 

others and still be fine. What she described is a space within that can take in the pain of the 

whole world, but instead of keeping the pain, let it flow through, so that she does not get 

stuck in those emotions herself, but can feel safe. This exercise require a high degree of 

emotional reflexivity, where one must be able to understand how other people feel, by 

imagining how other feels based on our own emotional experiences, and at the same time 

not lose the awareness of one’s own experiential frame (Bondi, 2003). The Rebel said that it 

was empathy that made it possible to seek outwards – empathy with the whole world. 

Spaces enabled by empathy are interpersonal spaces of differences with no clear separation 

between the interior and the exterior world (Bondi, 2003). In the way The Rebel describe her 

practice, empathy allow her to feel outwards, pointing to an inner space which is 

emotionally connected to the whole world.  

The final key characteristic of relational space is that it’s a sphere of possibilities (Massey, 

2005). Braidotti (2006) argue that it is the combination of becomings, a relational web and 

hope that create possible futures. By becoming a spider that connects people, food, and 

stories The Food Entrepreneur show how it is possible for connected individuals to 

contribute to creating a sustainable present, which impact the outlook for a sustainable 

future. Massey define space as becomings (Massey, 2005). In light of my findings, creating 

an emotional and relational spaces within can be viewed as an emotional becoming. Spiritual 

practices, vulnerability, and  empathy are important factors for creating emotional spaces.  

In the remaining parts of this chapter I will analyze the emotion categories that emerged in 

the data as the most important for motivating climate change action, and how these 

emotions evolve. 

 

5.2 Anger and frustration 

Anger has been portrayed as  both an emotion that motivates and demotivates (Ryan, 2016). 

There is a need to look into the nuances of anger to examine the different types of anger 

and how they impact motivation (Henderson, 2008). I will examine anger and frustration in 

combination with indignation, shame and empathy.  
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First, I will discuss the motivational aspects of indignation and villains. Second, I will discuss 

how anger and frustration coupled with shame can result in exhaustion and hardship, but 

also how shame has transformative potential. Third, I present a strategy of non-judgment to 

deal with negative aspects of anger and blame, and move towards a more transformative 

anger and/or fascination which motivates climate change action. Finally, I conclude by 

discussing at the transformative potential of anger. 

 

5.2.1 Indignation and villains motivate 

“She should not be in Parliament. Everyone who put groups against each other should never 

have power. These things make me so sick, Årrhh!” 

                        The Local Politician 

Anger and frustration combined with indignation motivates the participants. The main 

objects of indignation are the government and national politicians, but climate sceptics also 

cause indignation. Power is the main aspects of these objects which spark indignation. The 

governments and national politicians hold political power. But power is also present in more 

intimate relations. For example, The School Striker reflect upon how her climate sceptic 

teacher is more powerful than she is.  

National politicians, especially political leaders in the Progress Party, act as villains in the 

participant’s stories, and motivate political action. The Local Politician’s frustration with the 

sitting government and the opposition parties energized her during the interview, as well as 

in her political work. For example, her frustration with the then sitting minster of justice, 

motivated her to work to get this minister out of office through political means. Her anger 

address injustice, locate blame in the political system, and create villains to work against. 

Villains can also be insiders. The green youth leaders, for example, are angry with leading 

figures within The Green Party who try to redefine the Green Project. Demonization of 

villains increase the sense of threat and urgency, which is mobilizing, and also construct an 

‘us-against-them’-attitude that motivates action (Jasper, 2014; Melucci 1996). Indignation 

with the government is especially moving as climate change can be seen as a failure of the 

governing politicians to protect the people from danger (Jasper, 2014). This indignation is an 
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example of how placing blame can address injustice and energize the participants in their 

work (Henderson, 2008).  

However, placing blame through anger is also problematic as it involves entering into shame 

(Ahmed, 2004). For example, The Ocean Entrepreneur is angry and tired with egoism and 

the governing politicians. However, the ones she’s really upset with is the Norwegian people 

who re-elected the sitting government. Placing the blame on people, leads to moral 

judgement, shame and shaming which can make anger tiering.  

 

5.2.2 Shame and shaming are exhausting 

I was in Bali in January, and really I’m still ashamed ... there was no reason for me to be there, 

except I had to get somewhere warm and sunny to recharge. I was so low on energy that 

18/19 was the first winter in 18 years I haven’t been on a snowboard. you see, because my 

legs don’t work, so I lean on that excuse, but it’s really no excuse, it’s pure egoism: ‘I want to 

go to a warmer place, so I go, and maybe I’m allowed since I try do so many other good things’ 

                           The Ocean Entrepreneur 

 

Placing blame through anger leads some participants to enter into shame, shaming self 

and/or shaming or judging others. Acting on climate change can also lead to being shamed 

and/or feeling shame. When anger and frustration is combined with shame and moral 

judgment, it result in the participants feeling tired, and experiencing hardship and 

exhaustion.  

Shame is about the quality of the self (Ahmed, 2004). Judging other people because of their 

values could therefore be considered shaming. The participants were mainly frustrated with 

people holding values which were not in line with their own, as well as the behaviours they 

perceived as resulting from these values. Ego-centric and conservative values frustrated the 

participants. For example, The Ocean Entrepreneur was blaming the value of egoism and 

resulting behaviours of people around her, such as family members, but also her own values 

and behaviours. She said she felt shame as a result of flying, as well as driving a polluting car 

and boat. While wrongdoing related to behaviours can lead to guilt, what The Ocean 

Entrepreneur describe is shame about her values, which is a quality of the self. 
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Acknowledging wrongdoing is painful (Ahmed 2004). This pain result in hardship which 

impact motivation in the long-term (Woods et al., 2012).  

Combining anger with moral shame has implication for action (Jasper, 2011). Some 

participants also experienced being shamed or feeling shame as a result of their sustainable 

actions or way of life. For example, The Housing Activist was shamed by her neighbours for 

her way of life, and she responded by distancing herself and her family from the local 

community. The Housing Activist described her neighbours as “extremely white, extremely 

upper middle class, extreme consumption, cars and houses, and living absolutely crazy...” 

What tired her, however, was how they viewed her and her family, how she would “always 

be her living in that house...”. The Housing Activist did not say that she experienced shame, 

but described one episode where a neighbour intended to shame her, as this neighbour was 

attacking The Housing Activist for who she was (Ahmed, 2004). Although The Housing 

Activist said that episode such as this made her want to expand their one house sustainable 

community, it also made her tired. Exhaustion and disillusion can eventually lead to 

withdrawal (Wood et al., 2012).  

Despite the tiering effect of shame and moral judgement, they also turned out to have 

transformational potential. Shame is not a purely negative emotion, and should not be 

avoided, but dealt with (Braidotti, 2006; Head, 2016). What my findings show is how 

important it is to deal with shame to avoid exhaustion which eventually can lead to people 

becoming demotivated (Wood et al., 2012). My data show that shaming and judging self and 

others are related. For example, The Ocean Entrepreneur judge behaviours which is 

practiced both by herself and family members.  

While unacknowledged shame is a problem (Jasper, 2011), acknowledged shame can 

motivate transformation of the self (Ahmed 2004, Brown, 2006). In my data I found that 

non-judgement was a strategy the participants used to deal with shame and shaming. Next, I 

will discuss how the participants use a strategy of non-judgement to deal with the tiring 

effects of anger. I argue that a non-judgemental strategy is a move toward a more reflexive 

anger or what Ahmed (2004) calls interpretive anger. 
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5.2.3 Non-judgement makes anger transformative 

I’ve tried to not be so angry ... So I try, or work on not being so judgemental towards other 

people and other ways of seeing things ... with those ego glasses one can become totally 

exhausted in the end. I try not to be angry with them as individuals, I want to try to understand 

why this is, the reason why they think so is society. This is huge, they can be amazing people.  

           The Green Blogger 

By practicing non-judgement, the participants move away from the type of anger which is 

directed towards people, their behaviours and values. This is a reflexive process which 

increase awareness of systems, as well as value differences, and result is interpretive 

anger and/or fascination.  

Non-judgement was an outspoken strategy to deal with anger for some, while other 

participants practiced non-judgement throughout the interview without explicitly talking 

about it as a strategy. For some, this strategy was a direct response to the tiering effects of 

blaming and shaming on motivation. Non-judgement is one aspect of empathy, which can be 

viewed as the opposite of shame (Brown, 2006). A non-judgemental strategy moved the 

participants from anger and blame towards empathy. Empathy can be defined as cognitively 

and emotionally understanding the perspectives of others (Bondi, 2003). The move towards 

empathy involved reflection on social norms, values and how individuals are connected to 

social systems. These are aspects of shame resilience (Brown, 2006). While shame resilience 

is practiced by those who experience shame as a way out of shame, my data show that 

similar strategies are used by those who shame others and want to move from shaming and 

moral judgement towards empathy.  

Interpretive anger is one outcome of non-judgement. The Green Blogger used her anger to 

connect individuals to larger patterns and structures in society, which can explain their 

perspectives, in this way interpreting the world (Ahmed, 2004). The Rebel also engage in 

such reading of the world through anger. In a short chain of reflections she went from saying 

she hated politics, to explain why she viewed politicians as “non-humans”, and to vision how 

politics could be if politicians acknowledged personal vulnerability and values. This show the 

visionary potential of anger (Ahmed, 2004). This interpretive anger is also energizing 

(Henderson, 2008). To The Rebel, “driving force and anger are the same”.  
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The move to non-judgement is however also a move away from anger and towards 

fascination. Developing a theory of why villains “do bad things” is necessary also for 

indignation to be motivating, without any interpretation the villains are incomprehensible 

(Jasper, 2014). However, with a deep understanding of ‘villains’, The Green Blogger 

comes to view her some of her former ‘villains’ as “amazing people”. The Nature Writer 

practiced non-judgement throughout his interview and fascination for the perspectives of 

others were one of his main motivations for working with sustainability. Although these 

participants had not moved away from anger and frustration entirely, those of the 

participant who engaged most actively in non-judgement throughout the interview 

expressed no or little anger. 

The absence of anger can be deeply troubling if it is a sign of carelessness and a 

nonresponse to injustice, and it is therefore important to include (Henderson, 2008). 

However, the non-angry participants did speak of injustice, but instead of constructing 

villains they took a stand against systematic injustice and worked to change those 

systems. Interpretive anger reduce the against-ness of anger and makes anger visionary  

(Ahmed, 2004). People possessing such anger might therefor talk about injustice not with 

anger, but rather engage in possible ways towards preventing injustice.  

 

5.2.4 Conclusion: The transformative potential of anger 

Villains motivate, and provide the energy needed to work for change. While anger with 

objects might be the desirable type of anger in some issues where blame can easily be 

placed on politicians or other individuals or groups, my findings show that the 

participants really blame it is the dominating values in society, which cannot easily be 

attributed to a person or a group. Therefor anger in the context of climate change may 

require entering into shame. Then it is better to acknowledge this shame, than to repress 

it with continued indignation. For anger to be transformative, shame and moral 

judgement need to be dealt with. The turn toward non-judgement and empathy makes 

anger truly transformative. This turn result in interpretative anger. Interpretative anger 

provide the participants towards deeper understandings of society (Ahmed, 2004). This 

understanding can lead to fascination which motivates empathic climate action. The 
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participants experience anger and frustration in different ways, and they are not moving 

in the same directions or taking the same paths as they develop a more reflexive anger 

and/or fascination. What their different experiences show, however, is that anger has 

great transformative potential to move the participants in new directions, and that 

acknowledging shame and practicing non-judgement is important to realize this potential. 

To be transformative, anger needs space to move within (Henderson, 2008) 

 

5.3 Belonging 

The feeling of belonging to a group has been found to be a strong motivation in social 

movements (Jasper, 2011). Here, I will examine the potential of belonging as an initial 

motivation for action to create societal transformation, as well as the potential of 

belonging to sustain the engagement for such action through personal transformation. 

First, I will discuss the motivational and utopian aspects of belonging combined with a 

desire for change. Second, I will discuss the motivational and transformative aspects of 

joyful and vulnerable belonging for sustaining engagement. 

 

5.3.1 Belonging and desire motivates transformative action 

“I have always had, since I was little, a dream of being part of changing the world and that my 

life shall matter, and that I will have worked for something larger than myself and done as 

much good as I can before I disappear...”  

                    Green Party Member 

The desire for belonging and change motivates all participants to initiate or take part in 

collective change. The desire for change is often a dreamy, magical and even utopian 

desire for a society that is radically different from the here and now. 

Being part of something bigger than himself is a dream The Green Party Member has had 

since he was a child, pointing towards belonging as an innate human desire (Brown, 

2015). The participants are motivated to act by the desire for change and for creating 

alternatives. The desire to have an effect on the world and the anticipation of making an 

impact is a strong motivation for action in social movements (Jasper, 2011; Gupta, 2009). 
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My findings show that desire is important also in politics and amongst social 

entrepreneurs.  

The participants desire for belonging and alternatives are related to moral visions. For 

example, The Housing Activist joined her first house occupation because she had “a 

feeling that something was wrong with the politics”. Jasper (2011) found that desire is 

grounded in the belief that the world should be different and needs to change. The 

participants visions also goes beyond what is wrong, to imagine how things could be. A 

moral vision can be expressed as a utopia, defined as a “fantasy of a perfect world that 

fully embodies our moral ideals.” (Wright, 2012, p. 3). However, the participants did not 

say how the world should be, and they were careful to not make moral claims. Instead 

they portrayed how the world, or a place, could be based on a set of sustainable values. 

This could be seen as an ethical vision of a value-based utopia. The participants have a 

clear ethical idea of their utopia, and their ideas allow them to explore and construct 

their own transformative alternatives. Community is a central aspect to real utopias 

(Wright, 2012). 

The Grower envisions a radical different society where both cities and farms are dissolved 

and replaced by small food (re)producing garden communities. He underscored that this is 

an idea he likes, but not necessarily the right one. The Grower did not think that farmers 

would like to give up their farms, or that people living in cities would want to give up their 

cities. However unachievable his vision might be, The Grower had already started to build a 

community that embodies the main value of his Utopia. Sharing is central both to his 

utopian vision and the community seedbank project he is involved in. The idea is that one 

can get free seeds, plant them, collect new seeds and then return some of the collected 

seeds to the seed bank, and in this way “give back to the community”. Although the concept 

of ‘giving back’ is not understood by all who receive seeds, The Grower continues to 

distribute seeds and encourage people to contribute. By showing the viability of the seed 

project, he is increasing the achievability of his Utopia (Wright 2012).  

This examples show how the idea of real utopias have the potential to embrace the 

tensions between dreams and practice, and develop alternatives to dominant institutions 

that truly embody the participants “deepest aspirations for a world” (Wright, 2012, p. 3). 

While Wright (2012) insists that the concept of “real utopia” is merely a provocation as 



 68 

‘utopia’ and ‘real’ do not go together, most of the participants are not uncomfortable 

with the idea of real utopias. The Food Entrepreneur, for example, has found her real 

Utopia in her newly acquired farm where she wanted to establish a self-sufficient 

community around food, sustainability and tradition. The participants do not envision 

utopia as a perfect world. Their local and place-based understanding of utopia is what 

make their utopias seem real to them. By creating their utopia, the participants 

contribute to increased social empowerment and to advance the transformation to a 

sustainable society (Wright 2012).  

What Wright (2012) does not discuss is the deep personal and human dimensions of 

creating utopias. Working for such radical changes in society is challenging for the 

individuals involved and can cause exhaustion (King, 2005). Next, I will discuss the 

motivational role of belonging in sustaining engagement for transformative action.  

 

5.3.2 Joyful and vulnerable belonging sustains engagement  

My motivation is a combination of wanting to leave behind a world that is better, sort of, how 

can I contribute?, and that it’s fun and rewarding – personal development. It’s different things 

that get one in and that make one continue to be very engaged. It’s very like personal. That it 

feels rewarding, and that you get to meet exiting people are things that contributes to one 

keeping on.  

                           The Green Program Man 

          

Working to create social transformation is emotionally demanding for the participants, so 

joyful and vulnerable belonging is needed to sustain their engagement. Personal 

transformation is an important part of belonging as a sustaining motivation.  

The participants describe their work with societal transformation as personally 

demanding. One participants said it is like “walking uphill”, and The Housing Activist 

emphasized how changing systems require “innovation and new-thinking” which “comes 

at a high personal cost” to the individuals involved. Working for change that challenge the 

dominant society can be emotionally exhausting (King, 2005; Wood, 2012). While some of 

the participants talked about emotional stress without mentioning particular solutions to 
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the problem, others told about their strategies to sustain engagement through joyful and 

vulnerable belonging.  

Belonging to a community that shares the participants desire for change is a source of 

relational joy for most of the participants. Participants distinguish selfish joy from 

relational joy. Relational joy is the joy they feel when doing things that are fun and 

contribute to the well-being of others. Both the joy found in results and agency, and the 

joy of conversation and interaction has been identified as important for sustaining 

engagement in social movements (Jasper 2011). Participants find joy in results and 

agency, but emphasized how conversation and interaction have transformative aspects as 

well as motivational. For example, The Green Party Man found that The Green Party is a 

good place to meet a diverse group of knowledgeable people, and this is important for 

him to thrive. He said that meeting people in the party contributed to personal 

development. Encounters have transformative potential (Braidotti, 2006). When The 

Green Program Man entered the party he was mostly concerned about the climate, but 

during his time in the party he has developed a more holistic perspective, and come to 

value other aspects of sustainability as well. 

Conversation and interaction goes beyond joy, and can become an important emotional 

support when undertaken in communities with a vulnerable emotional cultures (King, 2005). 

In the data, there were several examples of emotional support cultures, and the participants 

highlighted the vulnerable aspect of these cultures, including being open about both the 

‘ups and downs’ in life. Such openness is an important part of vulnerability (Tschakert and St. 

Clair, 2013).  

The best example of an emotional support culture was a personal development group that 

The Green Blogger participated in. She was part of a group of female friends from different 

parts of the world who meet online to share personal stories on different topics including 

feminism and sustainability. She emphasized the importance of sharing stories of both ups 

and downs in life, to show that our lives are not the shiny facade displayed in social media. 

In the personal development group they bring the large structures to a level that is personal. 

They value each other’s perspectives and align their conversations with values such as 

equality, non-violence and non-judgement resulting in conversations where they do not 

interrupt each other, for example. 
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Emotional cultures that are open, empathic and legitimize the participants’ experiences can 

be an important support in breaking with social norms and establishing a new sustainable 

identity through developing emotional reflexivity (King, 2005). The personal development 

group is good example of how personal stories and non-judgemental listening can lead to 

reflection on emotions of self and others and contribute to personal transformation. The 

Green Blogger said the group had impacted how she views the world.  

 

5.3.3 Conclusion: The transformative potential of belonging 

Belonging combined with desire for change provide a strong motivation for 

transformative climate change action. It is the utopian aspect of this motivation that leads 

the participants to engage in radical action. The participants’ utopias are real-life 

alternatives and contributes to transformative change in society (Wright, 2012). However, 

such action is emotional demanding to participants. Joyful and vulnerable belonging 

provides important motivation needed to sustain the action needed to transform society. 

Personal transformation, such as developing a more holistic perspective and increasing 

one’s emotional reflexivity, is an important part of the encounters and cultures that 

foster relational joy and provide the participants with emotional support (King, 2005). It 

seems like personal development is important to sustain the individual action, especially 

when aimed at creating societal transformations toward sustainability.  

 

5.4 Responsibility and care 

Responsibility to care have been proposed to be a strong motivation for climate action 

and hold great potential for personal transformation (Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). Here, 

I will explore the motivational, more-than-human and personal aspects of responsibility 

to care. First, I will discuss how responsibility and care relate to justice and loss, as well 

painful emotions and anger. Second, I will discuss embodied care and care for the more-

than-human. Third, I will argue that responsibility to care is practical, political as well as 

deeply personal.  
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5.4.1 Responsibility to care motivates without burdening 

...they put up such monster pylons there then, and helicopters were flying over, and I just: 

‘fuck, they are ruining the whole damn nature here’. Then my thoughts were raging and in the 

end I turned to my sister and then I said ‘I am fucking joining The Green Party’ ... I was not 

concerned with the environment before I reached my 20s, before the start of my 20s I did not 

care even a little» 

          The Green Party Member 

The responsibility that motivates the participants is underpinned by care for others and 

related to outrage and painful emotions. This emotional responsibility draws attention to 

the relations creating injustice, but is not considered a burden.  

The participants feel anger or pain when they are exposed to injustice because they care, 

and such care leads to responsibility. The Green Party Member decided to take 

responsibility by joining The Green Party, because he had developed care for nature and 

the environment. The outrage he felt when he experienced loss of nature was also 

underpinned by care and contributed to the final decision of taking political responsibility. 

Moving beyond justice to responsibility underpinned by care have been said to result in a 

responsibility that is tied to emotions such as outrage, anger, loss among others (Lawson, 

2007; Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). While anger combined with love and hope has been 

suggested as providing powerful motivation for pro-social action (Henderson, 2008), my 

findings suggest that care foster a responsible anger in the face of painful emotions, such 

as loss. This combination of emotions motivates action.  

In the situation were the participants felt that they were prevented to take care of what 

they were fond of, painful emotions emerged, and these situations directed the attention 

to the relations and sites that created injustice. Care and justice have been portrayed as 

dualisms (Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013), but care can also activate against injustice 

(Lawson, 2007). While responsibility to care is a move beyond justice, care does not seem 

to be a move away from justice.  

The participants did not talk about responsibility as a burden. In the context of justice, 

they rather talked about how not acting would push the burden of climate change 

impacts over on the poor or the next generation. For example, The Green Local Politician 
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brought up her privilege of living in a rich country as a reason why she should be a 

vegetarian. However, she did not view her vegetarianism as a burden, because she also 

cared deeply for the animals. At the same time as responsibility underpinned by care 

have a strong aspect of justice, caring is not a burden (Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). 

 

5.4.2 Care is embodied and expanded  

I experienced physical pain on the inside when I heard parents, I get like emotionally involved, 

it is actually young children we are talking about who are not safe walking to school. I don’t 

have children myself, but I have talked to parents about their frustration and how scared they 

are for like who they hold most dear. So then I was like, yeah, we can do something about this, 

and it must be implemented. 

            The Green Local Politician  

The motivational care that underpins responsibility is a deep and embodied care. Care in 

the context of climate change action expands spatially to include both distant others and 

the more-than-human. 

When The Local Green Politician heard about the children who were not safe walking to 

school, these stories made her feel “physical pain”, showing how she embodies care – it’s 

“on the inside”. What she described is a type of care that is relational, embodied and 

extended. These are the aspects of responsibility underpinned by care (Tschakert and 

St.Clair, 2013). The Local Green Politician express a deep care not just for the children the 

parent’s talk about, but for all children who are unsafe in traffic, showing how she cares 

for distant others. Care has traditionally been seen as belonging to the home or one’s 

closest circle of family and friends (Massey, 2004a; Lawson, 2007). However, The 

participants care in the context of sustainability was not grounded in the familiar, but in 

the love and fondness they felt ‘Oslo’, ‘the ocean’, and ‘ecosystems’ in general. Embodied 

care that build on a relational understanding of the world includes caring for distant 

others and the more-than-human (Lawson, 2007; Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013).  

The participants include nature in their circle of care and some show deep empathy with 

other animals. Responsibility to care includes the more-than-human (Lawson, 2007). For 

example, The Ocean Entrepreneur empathized deeply with dolphins and other sea 
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creatures. She embodied connection through imagining how it would be to be in the 

place of a dolphin. All participants who emphasised care as a motivation experienced a 

deep connection to the-more-than-human. Such a connection is said to be the foundation 

of care and responsibility (Tschakert and St.Clair, 2013). A sense of connectedness seems 

to be essential for care that extend to the more-than-human.  

 

5.4.3 Responsibility to care is personal 

“To me, Norway is a bad guy. We do much good, but we also do much bad, and it hurts so 

much because I’m part of it. I can also be part of changing Norway; I can take responsibility, 

right. I must take part and be responsible. I cannot know all this and don’t do anything” 

               The Rebel 

Feminists have criticized privatizing care work, and the shifting focus from public to personal 

responsibility (Lawson 2007). And it is therefore important to state that responsibility to care 

goes beyond the individual to include global citizenship, political and collective responsibility 

(Tschakert and St.Clair 2013). My participants take individual responsibility for reducing their 

greenhouse gas emissions, for spreading knowledge to others in joyful ways, and for system 

change through political action and activism. This responsibility is practical, political, and I 

will argue that it’s also deeply personal. Not personal as in private, but personal as in 

attentive to believes, values and worldviews (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013).  

The Rebel felt a responsibility to care because she sees that she is herself a part of the 

system that is ruining what she cares about. She stated that “we have been responsible”. 

She does not clarify who this ‘we’ includes, but it seems like she includes a large share of 

humanity when she said that “we have ruined a lot, we have eradicated so many species 

that long ago should have received the recognition that their worth something.” This is a 

type of responsibility that is tied to her identity, as it cannot be ascribed solely to 

something she herself has done. This responsibility is rather tied to who she is: a human 

(Gatens and Lloyd, 1999; Massey, 2004a). Because she is human, she takes a personal 

responsibility for human actions, starting by recognizing the value of other species – 

stating “that they are worth something”. The Rebel’s responsibility is relational, 

embodied and extended, making it a ‘Spinozistic responsibility’ (Gatens and Lloyd, 1999). 

Embodied and relational care for the world makes her take responsibility for collective 
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wrongdoing. Such a responsibility is political and collective, but also deeply personal, 

because it’s about the self, about who we are (Gatens and Lloyd, 1999).  

Relational responsibility blurs the difference between self-interest and concern for the 

good of others (Gatens and Lloyd, 1999). The Rebel, for example, cares deeply for The 

Great Australian Bight. She felt her responsible to act to save The Great Australian Bight 

so strongly that meeting up with Australian activists pained her and almost made her cry. 

She does not separate her own interests from those of the Australian activist or the sea 

creatures in the bight. As difference between self-interest and concern for the good of 

others becomes blurred, responsibility becomes solidarity (Gatens and Lloyd, 1999). The 

individual becomes the collective. Such responsibility changes who we are (Tschakert and 

St.Clair, 2013). Personal responsibility is transformational.  

 

5.4.4 Conclusion: The transformative potential of responsibility 

Care moves responsibility beyond justice, but not away from it. Rather care and other 

emotions related to care, such as anger and pain, directs attention to injustice. The 

relational, embodied and expanded aspects of responsibility to care ensure that the 

participants also include distant others and the-more-than-human in their circles of care 

(Lawson, 2007). The personal dimension of responsibility, meaning taking responsibility 

for who you are, motivates a collective responsibility to care, because the individual 

becomes the collective (Gatens and Lloyd 1999). This is a strong motivation for 

sustainable action.  

 

5.5 Conclusion 

The important emotional motivations that emerged in the data were anger and frustration, 

belonging, responsibility and care. In this chapter I have analysed these emotions in detail by 

exploring how they impact motivation in combined with related emotions. Indignation 

motivates while anger combined with shame or judgement cause exhaustion. Such 

exhausting can lead to people becoming demotivated in a long-term perspective (Woods et 

la. 2012). A move towards interpretive anger and fascination motivates both climate change 

action and personal transformation. Belonging and desire for change works as an initial 
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motivation for creating alternatives. Such action contributes to transformative changes in 

society (Wright, 2012). However, it is important to not overlook the human dimensions of 

such societal change, as changing social systems can be exhausting for the individuals 

involved. Joyful and vulnerable desire is important to sustain motivation for transformative 

action. Responsibility and care motivates without being a burden. Responsibility to care is 

deeply personal and motivates action that take collective responsibility. Anger, belonging 

and responsibility to care also have the potential to motivate personal transformation. This 

is important to notice as it is the in-depth transformation of the self, becomings, that create 

the space for emotions. And when emotions become movements they have a stronger 

potential to move us into action (Ahmed, 2004) 

 



 76 

6 MEANINGFUL HOPE 

What makes hope meaningful in the doom and gloom of climate change?  

Climate change is perceived as an existential crisis, and people lack hopeful stories about the 

future (Ojala, 2012; Bendell, 2019). Hope has been proposed as the way forward in the 

transformation to sustainability (Braidotti, 2006; Head, 2016). To the participants, hope was 

considered essential to their engagement. Without hope action made no sense. In this 

chapter I will discuss what it is that makes hope meaningful.  

First, I will presenting how meaningful hope emerged from the data. Second, I will present 

an analysis of the three aspects of meaningful hope, namely specific, relational and practiced 

hope. Finally, I will present the framework of meaningful hope and provide a theoretical 

grounding of the concept.  

 

6.1 How meaningful hope emerged 

In the first round of interviews some of the participants brought up hope and made 

interesting reflections on optimism and practices to stay motivated. So in the second round 

of interviews I started to ask the participants about hope. I asked them “Do you have 

hope?”, and they responded with defining what they hoped for, what Anderson (2006) calls 

actual or particular hope. None of the participants expressed hope for a good future in 

general, they were always specifying what they hoped for. The School Striker even noted 

how her friends hold a hope based on an unrealistic optimism “that something will happen 

by itself”, while she herself hopes to make a difference. Her hope is full of agency. ‘Just’ 

hoping is perceived by participants as a passive, unacceptable response to climate change, 

so they all hope for something specific. This is what makes hope meaningful to them.  

A second aspect of hope that emerged was how the participants’ hope were dependent on 

other people. One described how people’s anti-environmental behaviour makes him think 

there is no hope, others how people’s engagements or stories gives them hope. Another 

form of relational hope is the hope that other’s will change, which of course depend on the 

other’s future actions. The green youth leaders describe how they pretend to have hope for 
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a better future, while the hope they actual have, that are meaningful, are a relational hope 

for action through the Fridays for Future movement.  

The importance of “hands on” work was highlighted by some participants in the first round. 

Although they did not themselves identify this as practices of hope, it resembles the gritty 

‘keep going’ hope described by Head (2016). Other participants described other practices for 

creating hope and meaning through practical work, training or action. It’s this practiced hope 

that allows The Rebel to bear her grief and The Gardener to find moments where “it’s worth 

it”. Hope emerged as something essential not just for climate change action but for a 

meaningful life. The three aspects of hope that emerged in my data, which I refer to as 

‘specific’, ‘relational’ and ‘practiced’, are the main components of what I call ‘meaningful 

hope’.  

Meaningful hope emerged in opposition to the optimistic hope of a better future, which The 

Female Green Youth Leader called “pretend hope”, as well as hoping “that something will 

happen by itself”, as The School striker put it. 

 

6.2 Specific hope 

“...for some of my friends, they, their hope is that it will pass, climate change, and that the 

temperature will sink again, while, and then it’s very much like they hope that something will 

happen by itself. But my hope is a little more like, I hope what I do helps” 

                            The School Striker 

 

“Hope for what?” the Rebel responded when I asked her if she had hope. The participants 

had hope for becoming enough people to gain momentum, for making a difference for those 

without the capacity to act, for transformational political leadership, for collective change, 

for worldview change, and for people waking up. They hope for something specific, and this 

specific hope is clearly related to agency.  

The School Striker said that it can be hard to see how her small contribution can make a 

difference. She explained how she looked at the photos after the large school strike in Oslo 

in the spring, and when she saw how many people where there, she thought “if they had 

removed just me, it would still look like it was just as many”. Sometimes she is able to think 
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that she is taking part in important collective effort, and other times she thinks that she is 

just one individual without importance. Believing she makes a difference gives her 

motivation and energy to act.  

The School Striker was the only participant who expressed a weak sense of agency, and 

therefore not surprisingly the only one that expressed this specific hope for her own agency. 

However, agency emerged as a main theme in relation to hope and the participants spoke of 

agency in different ways. The Green Program Woman decoupled hope and agency, stating 

that “I believe we shall not hope, we shall do something”. She said the only hope she has is 

for those who cannot act because of illness or handicaps; she hopes they have hope. The 

Gardener hoped for transformational political leadership. This show how different the 

participants’ ideas of hope are.  

Except the one participants decoupling hope from agency, all the participants hope for 

agency in themselves and others. A large group of participants expressed hope for collective 

action driven by some kind of worldview change described as “awakening”, “gestalt switch”, 

“acceptance”, and value change. The only hope The Grower said he could see was for people 

to relate to nature in a different way, where they are able to value the whole of an ecology. 

The Food Entrepreneur had hope that it will “work out” but was not sure if it will work out 

for humans, as she was thinking that this depends on us waking up and shifting our values to 

“what really matters”. The Rebel hoped they will become enough people in XR to change 

“the political place we are in now”.  

Interesting reflections on specific and relational hope emerged from a dialog between the 

two youth politicians, where one introduced the idea of ‘pretend hope’. «I get less and less 

hope, really, but we have to pretend like we have hope, because it is the task of politicians 

to believe that it is still possible to solve things,” she said. She clearly felt the pressure to be 

optimistic and the modern demand for hope of progress and improvement described by 

Head (2016). She later talked about how she thinks it’s hard for politicians to provide visions 

of a better or equally good future in the age of climate change. The youth politicians agree 

that the hope they actually  have is the hope that the young generation will mobilize a large 

enough portion of the population so that a social climate movement will be able to advance 

radical political demands. It’s clear that the optimistic hope of a better future, is not 

meaningful to them, it’s just a pretend.  
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Ojala suggests that ”hope about a better, alternative, future” could be motivating for action 

(2012, p 626). But it is not the hope of an bright alternative future that motivates action 

amongst my participants. Since climate change is already here, and the participants accept 

that the consequences will be damaging, they have to find hope outside of the modern, 

optimist idea of hope for a better future (Head 2016). The hope that the participants did 

express include two of the aspects of Ojala’s concept of constructive hope, such as trust in 

different societal actors like politicians and social movements, and trust in the efficacy of 

individual action. Foremost, the participants especially expressed trust in the efficacy of 

individuals becoming engaged in collective action as a result of collective worldview and 

value change.  

One green youth leaders talked about how climate change is already here, causing much 

suffering for people, thus no one can really be totally hopeful, he said. In some way he 

answered Henderson (2008) who questioned if we can really be hopeful in the face of other 

people’s misery. The participants expressed great urgency in the issue of climate change. 

Several referred to the IPCC or The Paris Agreement, and one directly to the warning that we 

only have 12 years left to act before it will be too late. It seems the atmosphere in general is 

not one of hopefulness, but of urgency. Anderson (2006) writes about hope in the context of 

joblessness and family issues and explores how listening to music can affect the participants 

feeling of hope. While practices can create hopefulness also in the context of climate 

change, as I will discuss later on, I acknowledge that in the issue of climate change there is a 

heavy back drop of scientifically based doom, that loom in a different way than in more 

private issues such as the ones Anderson (2006) explores. This may be why the participants 

find it meaningful to rather develop specific hope. 

 

6.3 Relational hope 

“Your generation is not like that. You are the hope. You must fix everything we have kept on 

destroying”  

                    The Gardener  

The hope that motivates is a hope for engagement that is fundamentally relational. Although 

the participants did not necessarily consider such transformative collective action to be 
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likely, they still hoped for it, and that gave them energy to keep on working. Relational hope 

can inspire and empower when others act in line with our expectations or exceeds them. 

However, such hope can also induce fear and anger when those our hope depend upon let 

us down. I argue that to be meaningful, relational hope must be based on trust in ourselves, 

others and the world.  

The Gardener has placed her hope in younger generations. In Oslo she sees young green 

politicians taking “brave” action and leading by example. This gave her hope that Oslo and 

Norway can lead the transformation towards sustainability. The green youth leaders also 

had hope in the young generation. The climate strike gave the youth leaders hope that 

change can happen more quickly. This is relational hope that motivates. Other actors, 

however, act in ways the female youth politician find non-hopeful: 

“...when you see the majority in Parliament and how long it takes the big parties, and how far 

out some of those politicians are, like Stefan Heggelund and so on, one does not get much 

hope for immediate change.” 

In a few cases relational hope induce fear or anger. The Nature Writer loses hope when the 

snow melts and he sees all the trash that he assumes people have been throwing on the 

street. When people behave like they don’t care, he fears that people are not deeply 

engaged in environmental issues and that they will lose interest. The Grower said that the 

only hope he can find is for people to have “the gestalt switch when it comes to relating to 

nature, and where you are able to value the wholeness of an ecology”. When people act in 

ways that are in conflict with this holistic relation to nature, he is clearly upset, for example 

when his neighbour asked him how he got the soil to the farm. For The Grower it was 

frustrating that the neighbour did not intuitively understand that he was creating his own 

soil through composting. The Rebel’s hope is tied to mobilizing others, so when her friends 

tell her what a good job she is doing, without participating themselves, she can become 

angry and moralizing. She reflects, however, on the importance of patience and giving her 

friends time to grieve and realize their agency. 

Lack of trust combined with relational hope seems to result in feelings of fear and anger. The 

Grower said that he himself had been misanthropic in the past. Although he does no longer 

identify with the term, he found people in general to lack understanding or not be interested 

in ecology. Although he said he hope people will come to value the wholeness of an ecology, 
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he express little trust in his ability to affect others and in other’s ability to be affected in a 

way that allow them to expand their perspective and develop a more holistic understanding 

of ecologies. He rather talked about how he finds it hard to communicate with those that 

think differently and hold other values than he does. The Nature Writer, on the other hand, 

express a strong interest in and fascination for people that holds other perspectives, and 

expressed a wish to write texts that make people want to be different, which indicate that 

he trusts his ability to affect others. At the same time he does not trust that the people that 

engage in environmental issues care deeply enough to carry on long-term. He fears it’s just a 

trend.  

The Rebel said she tries not to be angry and talked about how she needs to give people time 

to come to their own realizations regarding the situation we are in. The Rebel said she does 

not like to talk about climate change in the context of an ‘end date’, which she thinks create 

more hopelessness than it encourage action. Still, she cannot accept the emotional and 

conversational norms found in Norway that tend to silence serious and vulnerable emotional 

responses to climate change and rather allow for humour and irony (Norgaard, 2006). When 

talking to her friends about climate change she said that she had started to warn them that: 

“you know what? I can’t joke any more. I can’t joke any more about this, so if you want to go 

into it, you must understand that I will be serious, and that I will be very sad”. She has also 

come to the realization that she has to be patient, not angry, so that she can allow her 

friends the time they need to accept their grief around climate change, like she needed time 

to accept her grief. What she described can be seen as an effort to trust her friends by being 

patient, and trust her ability to affect others by daring to be vulnerable. It makes no sense to 

The Rebel to joke about climate change with her friends, she rather seeks meaningful 

conversations. 

One aspect of Ojala’s constructive hope is trust in different societal actors.  While some 

participants’ hope depend on political actors or a large group, such as a generation, other 

participants’ hope is dependent on individuals such as friends and neighbours. When hope is 

related to vulnerable individuals, it becomes especially important to relate to others in a way 

that reduce anger.  
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6.4 Practiced hope 

“You can get to a point where you can bring all those codes into resonance for a short period 

every year, right. So even if shit is going to hell all over the world, you can still create these 

moments where it’s worth it. One of my favourite poems is by Mervin... ...the poem says: ‘on 

the last day of the earth I would plant a tree’“ 

The Grower.  

The hope expressed by the participants was not the naïve hope of those that don’t know the 

full extent of the challenges we are facing, it was not the dilutional hope of technological 

optimists, and it was certainly not an easy felt hope. It was a hope that they struggled to 

maintain as hope was essential for their ability to go on with their work, and for some, even 

more important: find meaning in this troubled world. Hope was often described as a practice 

grounded in values such as openness, honesty and people power, as well as the belief that 

humans are deeply connected with each other and the rest of nature. Studies have indicated 

that hope cannot just cause pro-environmental behaviour, but also “that pro-environmental 

behaviour can strengthen feelings of hope concerning global environmental problems” 

(Ojala, 2012, p 636). Among my participants many different behaviours were described as 

giving them hope. Three strategies for practicing hope emerged in the data. I’ll refer to them 

as ‘Selective attention’, ‘Open and honest dialog’ and ‘Direct action’. 

‘Selective attention’ is my code for what the participants described as not seeking out or 

consciously avoiding negative news or other information. The Green Blogger described how 

she had taken an active choice not to keep herself updated on world news and to not read 

the paper every day. Regarding climate change, she did not seek information such as 

statistics about glaciers melting: 

“I’m more a person that just know that it’s really bad. I get hints here and there and just like 

‘oh my God’, but I can’t bear going into it. I’m just like ‘OK’, then we will just have to do 

everything we know works, rather than, sort of, dig us totally into it” 

Avoiding news is a conscious choice that she has taken because she said such news makes 

her sad and scared. She said she rather focuses on what we can do together, and that she is 

generally optimistic. To be able to channel her energy into “good things” she has realized 

that she has to be somewhat “picky” regarding news sources.  
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While the green blogger consciously avoided negative news and information, The Green 

Party Member was just not seeking out scientific information about the consequences of 

climate change. He said that he listens to the scientists and understand the seriousness of 

climate change, but that he does not know enough about the science to know how likely it is 

that the future “goes to hell or not”. Instead he focuses all his energy on how to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions. The Green Member said that although he is worried about 

climate change, he does not go around worrying, because it is not “fruitful” for him to do so. 

Also, his work includes getting voters engaged, and talking about climate change 

consequences is not the way to win voters, he said. He rather focuses on how a low emission 

city is also a better city for the citizens.  

For different reasons, these two participants were both not seeking out or consciously 

avoiding negative information, rather focused on positive aspects such people coming 

together, and on how to create a better city for the citizens. This form of positive re-

appraisal helps The Green Blogger to stay optimistic and energetic, and The Green Party 

Member to stay focused on his work. This finding supports earlier studies that have found a 

relation between positive re-appraisal and positive emotions such as optimism (Ojala, 2012).  

Head (2016) is critical to the tendency to avoid negative thoughts and rather focus on the 

positive. She argue that such behaviours are part of a collective denial. The two participants 

practicing positive re-appraisal are not climate change deniers as defined by Ojala, meaning 

they “do not think that climate change is as big of a problem” (2012, p. 630). The collective 

denial Head (2016) is referring to is the one described by Norgaard (2006) as denial that is 

constructed through emotional and conversational norms, such as a cultural pressure to be 

optimistic. This type of denial takes work and can be understood as a sign of empathy and 

compassion – some information is simply too hard to take in when you care deeply about 

the world. This was certainly the case for The Green Blogger who talked about how she is 

deeply affected by world news as she has a tendency to “feel things deeply”.  

One way The Green Blogger cultivates empathy was described when she talked about the 

sources of information she does seek out. She spoke of a show called “This is you” (my 

translation) where the show hosts test the guests personalities as a way to get to know them 

more in depth. This is a show she likes to listen to, and she talked about one episode where 
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they featured Siv Jensen, a politician leading a party known to be sceptical about climate 

change. Listening to the show she realized that: 

“this person is, she is not a cold-blooded - I was about to say murderer - which is the 

impression you get from the media. She actually cares about the people around her, or, have a 

heart, sort of” 

Avoiding traditional news allowed her to focus on other stories that go deeper and 

encourage empathy. The School Striker was also advocating for alternative stories about 

climate change. She described how she is often exposed to negative information and stories 

in school: 

“We have seen many films in school too about how the world can go under and things like 

that, with ‘we should be scared about our future’ and ‘we only have so and so much time to 

save earth’ and it is a lot about that in the paper and media and so on.” 

Such negative films and media coverage demotivates her to the degree that she feels like 

going up to the screen and turn the movie of when such films are shown in school, but 

instead of becoming scared like some of her friends, she tries not to think about “everything 

that can happen if we don’t do anything” and to rather “think about what will happen if we 

do something”. However, when asked specifically about alternative futures that could 

emerge if we act, she struggle to describe such a future.  

Lacking ‘good stories’ about the future is common among many young people (Ojala, 2012), 

and this was also the case for The School Striker. She wants more focus on positive solutions 

to stay motivated. A positive focus was found to evoke hope about climate change in a study 

among young adults in Sweden (Ojala, 2012), and Ojala argues that although it is important 

to bear negative emotions, we must also “encourage young people to see positive aspects 

that can activate hope” to keep them motivated and lead them on a path to engagement 

(Ojala, 2012, p. 637). Head (2016) is critical of hope based on modern optimism. But what 

the participants strive for is not the modern optimism described by Head. It’s rather about 

not burying oneself in science, going behind the news to gain a deeper understanding of 

people, and about seeking out alternative stories to the dominating media narratives of 

doom and gloom that rather highlight agency. These are stories that allow the participants 

to build trust in themselves, others and the world.  
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However, the strategy of ‘Selective Attention’ also seems to be a strategy to avoid negative 

feelings concerning climate change. The Green Blogger, The Green Party Member and the 

Coffee Entrepreneur all use this strategy to avoid worrying or dwelling. This is problematic, 

according to Head (2016), because it tends to result in a focus on policy and action that is 

based on the most positive scenarios for the future and ignore catastrophic scenarios. Head 

(2016) argues that it is essential “to urgently find ways for society to bear, and bear witness 

to, the painful emotions around climate change” (2016 p 6).  

The next strategy, ‘Open and honest dialog’, does just that. Several participants practiced 

open and honest dialog, but only The Rebel explicitly described this strategy as a way to 

nurture hope, so I will focus on her account here. By connecting hope, agency and grief work 

The Rebel highlight the importance of practiced hope. She is a trainer of XR activists and was 

teaching a nine hours introduction class for all new XR activists in Norway. In these classes 

they speak about their motivations to act and share their stories. This practice, she said, is 

what affects her the most: 

“I would never be sitting in a room with for example that 67 year old, because he is in a whole 

other circle and elite than I am. But now we sat there, and so we listened to each other, and so 

we have become friends. That is so strong, and it is like the social labels just disappear, and I 

want that, they are not applicable, because then we meet just humans. That is what really 

affects me the most with XR, because it gives me hope.” 

Through these conversations grounded in XR’s values, The Rebel comes to see people in light 

of their values and motivations, and that releases them from their backgrounds of being “an 

elite” or being from “the military”, and also gives her hope. This is the hope described by 

Anderson (2006) as a practice of encounters, where one is open to affect and be affected by 

others. According to Anderson, these encounters create hopefulness. On one hand, the hope 

The Rebel describe here relates to her specific hope for activating enough people to change 

the political system, on the other hand, this hope seems to be decoupled from results, and 

be about the hopefulness created here and now in that collective space. The rebel said that 

there is “a lot of emotions” in XR, and that they need to “come out”. Through open and 

honest dialog the XR activists have found a way for their group to both bear and bear 

witness to painful emotions related to climate change, as Head (2006) suggests. And through 
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breaking with emotional and conversational norms The Rebel has also opened a space for 

having such conversations with her friends.  

Several participants explicitly related hope or optimism to direct action. These where 

concrete actions such as growing food, collecting seeds, doing activism, and working directly 

with people on the ground to create visible results. ‘Direct action’ is a strategy where “it 

seems as if hope is evoked by the actions themselves”, as Ojala (2012, p 636) writes. One 

participant described this as being “hands on”, one as “detoxification”, and another simply 

as “direct action”.  

The Green Blogger and The Coffee Entrepreneur both described how they needed to do 

something practical or ‘hands on’ to stay motivated. The Coffee Entrepreneur talked about 

how when one know about all the problems related to the climate and the environment, but 

don’t know what to do about it, one can feel powerless – “like it does not matter what I do” 

- and get depressed. By doing something practical that yields visible results, one can become 

more optimistic, she said. Life is about having a good life so “if one can do something good 

that one think is fun, then that is better than to sort of lay down and cry”. Both The Green 

Blogger and The Coffee Entrepreneur describe themselves as ‘sensitive’ persons that get 

easily affected by people and events. They both expressed a need to take practical action 

that yield visible results to stay optimistic and have the energy to work on these issues, as 

well as a tendency to want to avoid negative emotions related to climate change and global 

problems in general. 

While decoupling hope from the emotion of optimism might be needed (Head, 2016), this 

might be easier said than done. Even the Grower who had what he called a ‘post-

apocalyptical perspective’ talked about hope in the context of optimism and positivity. 

Because he thinks runaway global warming is coming, his response is to develop adaptable 

food producing plant species at his farm, and “to play with that as much as I can and try to 

find some positivity in it”. While The Coffee Entrepreneur avoids the feeling of depression 

through action that inspire optimism, The Grower was at the end of a depression during the 

interview. Although he tried to find some positivity, he thought it too optimistic to think we 

can change in time to avoid runaway climate change, ‘a fact’ he finds depressing to 

recognize. What’s interesting is that his search for optimism may not be in service of himself, 

and at least partly it might have been for me, as he said “it may not fit in with your thesis 
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that I’m not really an optimist”. He assumed I was looking for optimism, because I had said 

that I was looking for alternatives. When I told him I was not necessarily looking for 

optimism, he started talking about hope. His hope is therefore to try to ‘detoxify’ himself 

from ‘negative energy cycles’, which for him is his former addiction to screens. Working with 

plants is his way to “stay sane and motivated”. He also refer to the poem “Place” by W.S. 

Merwin. He quoted the first to lines in the poem. They go like this: 

On the last day of the world 

I would want to plant a tree 

As I read it, the poem is about how it is meaningful for the poet to plant a tree knowing that 

it will never have the time so set roots or bear fruits, because he wants “the tree that stands 

in the earth for the first time”. Meaning is not related to the future but to the now.  

By working with his plants The Grower is able to “create these moments where it’s worth it” 

even though he is expecting an apocalypse. He decouples hope from any expectations about 

the future. In this way he can try to find positivity in the everyday practices of the here and 

now. This is the hope of becomings, Braidotti’s (2006) humble hope which is part of ordinary 

everyday practices, and map out ways forward for sustainable transformations. By becoming 

hopeful, The Grower bears his depression without becoming paralyzed. This is a kind of 

positivity which emerges from seeing the potential in the here and now, and very different 

from optimism regarding the future. 

Head (2916) suggests that practices, not particular emotions such as optimism, should 

provide the basis for hope. While the practices of The Green Blogger and The Coffee 

Entrepreneur seem to be related to optimism, the Grower’s hope seems to be grounded in a 

type of present positivity that has nothing to do with the optimism Head (2016) describe. 

However, The Rebel is the participant that most clearly decouples hope from optimism.  
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PLACE 

 

On the last day of the world 

I would want to plant a tree 

 

what for 

not the fruit 

 

the tree that bears the fruit 

is not the one that was planted 

 

I want the tree that stands 

in the earth for the first time 

 

with the sun already 

going down 

 

and the water 

touching its roots 

 

in the earth full of the dead 

and the clouds passing 

 

one by one 

over its leaves 

 

  

 

— W.S. Merwin, from his book The Rain in the Trees 
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During the interview I asked The Rebel about a slogan by XR stating: “HOPE DIES, ACTION 

BEGINS”. She explained this as a grieving process where one loses hope when realizing the 

magnitude of the problems we are facing. As she explained it, this process of grief involves 

pessimistic realizations such as realizing that “I won’t be able to take care of nature”. By 

bearing that grief, with time one will develop another kind of hope that is not based on 

optimism, but rather on taking direct action in the form of civil disobedience. Because the 

action is so direct, she said it can give people hope and ‘people power’ as one come to 

realize that we are part of society and have the power to change the political system, a 

change that will allow us to take care of what matter most to us. This is a hope based on the 

belief in one’s ability to make a difference. It’s practiced hope. Hope as agency.  

The Rebel’s hope is a hope decoupled from optimism but not from positive emotions in 

general, as it is strongly related to care. Head (2016) also highlight that we must recognize 

that hope is entangled in a wide range of emotions, which The Rebel does. Heads argument 

is that such a recognition opens up possibilities. In The Rebel’s case it opens up possibilities 

for agency and system change. 

The participants are all hoping for something specific. For many hope is relational and 

practiced. Still, they speak of hope in different ways. For some hope is based on optimism, 

while other participants have decoupled hope from optimism and expectations about the 

future. While positive re-appraisal can have positive effects on hope and motivation, the 

participants that engage in the strategy of Selective attention also have a tendency to not 

want to ‘dwell’ on negative emotions. This is also a tendency for those engaging in Direct 

action, with the exception of The Grower and The Rebel. Open and honest dialog is the 

strategy that most deeply engage with grief, but only The Rebel describe such dialog as a 

practice of hope.  

 

6.5 Framework for meaningful hope 

Two types of hope emerged from the data, namely ‘pretend hope’ and ‘meaningful hope’. 

Pretend hope is the optimistic hope for a better future, which ignores the severity of climate 

change impacts. This type of hope is tied to the belief that climate change can still be solved, 

that the problems will pass and the temperature sink again. Another central belief is that the 
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problem of climate change will be solved “by itself”. It’s a passive hope involving a blind trust 

in something or someone to which the one who hope is disconnected from. 

In opposition to pretend hope there is the meaningful hope which the participants are 

struggling to maintain. This hope is based on a positivity grounded in the here and now 

which require trust in self, others and the world. Meaningful hope is active and related to 

agency. It must be practiced, to create those moments where “it’s worth it”, because 

despair is always lurking in the background when you expect the worst. Meaningful hope 

emerged as the foundation for deep engagement. Without hope, it is not meaningful to act. 

 

Figure 1: The figure present the aspects of meaningful hope in contrast to the aspects of pretend hope,  in the context of 
climate change  and sustainability. 

 

The concept of meaningful hope builds on already existing conceptualizations of hope. While 

these conceptualizations of hope are all useful to understand the role of hope in motivating 

climate action, they need to be combined in an analytical way to make up a coherent 

framework for analysis. I will therefor include a theoretical grounding of my framework for 

conceptualization hope as meaningful. Ojala’s (2012) concept of ‘constructive hope’, 

Anderson’s ideas of hope as relations, his term ‘actual hopes’, as well as hope as practice 

described by Anderson (2006), Head (2016) and Braidotti (2006) were important in the 

development of ‘meaningful hope’ as a concept. Lash’s (1991) reflection on optimism and 

trust also contributed to the development of the concept. I wish to advance our 

understanding of hope in relation to climate change engagement and sustainability by 

adding to the existing theory related to specific, relational and practiced hope. I will therefor 
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explain how my conceptualization of hope relates to these other concepts and ideas about 

hope, to give the concept of meaningful hope a solid theoretical grounding. 

Anderson (2006) describes a process of hope, where hope emerges from affective relations, 

is constructed into emotion, and where actual hopes results from directing this emotion 

towards a specific object. These actual hopes are what I call specific hope – a hope that has 

an objective. Relational hope is the emotion of hope when directed at other people. What I 

call practiced hope are the practices that creates the affective and emotional hope Anderson 

(2006) describes. These are practices where we relate to humans and the more-than-human 

in a state where we are affective and open to be affected, what Braidotti (2006) describe as 

becomings and Head (2016) as practices of hope.  

Meaningful hope is also related to the sources of constructive hope. In my data, I found that 

the participants have specific hope both for making a difference (trust in themselves) and for 

others to change (trust in other actors). Trust and positivity emerged as the base of 

relational hope, in line with the ideas of Anderson (2006) and Lasch (1991). Most promising 

was the trust in individuals becoming engaged in collective action. Trust in one’s own ability 

to influence such change through affecting others was also part of relational hope. Practiced 

hope strengthen the feeling of positivity, the foundation for meaningful hope, and thus 

support other findings that show how action can evoke and embody hope (Ojala, 2012). 

 

Figure 2: This figure show how meaningful hope build on the concept of constructive hope developed by Ojala (2012). 
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6.6 Conclusion 

Hope is the foundation of a deep engagement for climate change. Without meaningful hope, 

action makes no sense. However, it’s hard to hope in the doom and gloom of climate change 

and meaningful hope is a struggle. Meaningful hope is decoupled from modern optimism 

(Head, 2016). It is for those that expect the worst and therefor despair is lurking in the 

background (Lasch, 1991). However, meaningful hope is not something you ‘have’, it is a 

process of constructing hope, and becoming hopeful. In this process people are in different 

states of optimism, and in search for the joyful positivity of the here and now. This process 

involves making hope specific, relational and practiced. While the search for optimism tends 

to not dwell on painful emotions, the search for positivity require an emotional space where 

individuals can deal with their painful emotions and were emotions such as anger, joy and 

care can develop and move.  
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7 Conclusion 

Can you picture it? Can you picture a world where people are deeply engaged in climate 

change action? I hope this thesis has made it easier to imagine a sustainable world. Because 

what the narratives of sustainable becomings show is that even those who do not care about 

the environment at all can develop a deep responsibility to care for the planet, and that such 

deep engagement leads to practical, political and personal climate change action. To engage 

as many people as possible, we need to recognize that every single one of us truly matters, 

and trust people’s capacity for sustainable in-depth transformation.  

We may have one decade left to cut our greenhouse gas emissions in half and avoid the 

worst impacts of climate change (IPCC, 2018). How can we make time for people to find 

their place, running around the forest like a roe deer and developing empathy with the 

world? I argue that it is precisely because of the urgency of the situation that we cannot 

afford to ignore the deep and emotional dimensions of personal engagement. People are 

the engine of societal change, and if that engine slows down, we do not stand a chance 

against climate change. To speed up, we must slow down, deepen the engagement, and 

make space for the emotions that drive people to act for sustainable change. 

A meaningful place in the transformation to sustainability was found as the participants 

became deeply engaged. Living in the imagination of their relational place is intense and 

deeply emotional. Emotions are the drivers of deep engagement. The transformative 

potential of emotions is tied to their dynamic aspect and their ability to move us into action. 

Creating a space for emotions is part of the becoming of active human agents for 

transformative change. Through this emotional space, anger and frustration, belonging, and 

care and responsibility can develop into motivations for both personal transformation and 

for action with the potential to transform society. The foundation for such action is hope. 

Hoping in the context of climate change is a struggle, and becoming hopeful involves 

constructing meaningful hope by developing specific, relational and practiced hope.  

Deep engagement for sustainability led the participants to find a relational and personal 

place in the world. Engagement produce relations (Massey, 2005). The journey of becoming 

sustainable takes participants from Texas to Oslo, from Oslo to Berkeley and back again, but 

it is the relationships built in those locations, through engaging with both humans and the 
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more-than-human, that make up the participants’ personal relational places. These 

relational places of meaning. A sustainable engagement is ethical and emotional; the 

engagement is deepened when participants become embedded and embodied in nature; 

and engagement itself becomes embodied as the participants start living in the imagination 

of their relational place. However, deep and meaningful engaged does not make life easy. 

Becoming ethical and living in the imagination of place is intense and involves painful as well 

as positive emotions.  

Anger and frustration, belonging, and responsibility and care are important emotional 

motivations for deep engagement. Moving towards positive motivation is a part of the 

transformative journey of becoming (Braidotti, 2006). The transformative potential of the 

emotions lies in their ability to move participants. To move us, emotions needs a space 

within human agents that extends outwards, relating us to the world. The creation of 

emotional spaces is part of becomings, and involves spiritual practices and empathy. When 

exploring the motivational emotions in depth, it is possible to analyse the dynamic aspects 

of these emotions. Anger and frustration move the participants toward reflection and 

fascination. Belonging and desire move participants toward relational joy and vulnerability. 

Responsibility and care deepens the engagement. To develop and sustain a deep 

engagement is important to create a space where emotions can move, so that one can go 

from being moved, to becoming movement (Ahmed, 2004).  

Hope is the foundation for sustainable engagement. However, becoming hopeful is a 

struggle: Why should we plant that tree, knowing it’s the last day of the world? It makes no 

sense if the goal is to harvest fruits. Meaningful hope, in the context of climate change, must 

be decoupled from progress and optimistic expectations for the future. Optimism is just a 

pretence; it is to ignore the existential crisis we are in. Meaningful hope, in contrast, is the 

hope for something specific, it’s related to other people and the more-than-human, and it’s 

practiced. We build meaningful hope through action. We plant the tree to see the roots in 

the soil for the very first time. It’s the search for positivity that lays the foundation for hope. 

The joyful positivity for the here and now, or as Braidotti (2006, p.278) says: “for the hell of 

it and for the love of the world”. Planting that tree gives hope - we create hope with our 

positive actions. Where there is life, there is hope. By living sustainably, hope is created. And 

it’s these humble practices of hope that are our ways out of this crisis (Braidotti, 2006).  
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7.1 What the findings imply 

My findings suggest that social transformations are deeply personal and that emotions play 

an important role in such processes. These findings have significance beyond policy 

implication. In light of my findings, I argue that we have to go beyond specific climate change 

strategies and policies, beyond the systems and structures, and direct attention to the 

personal and deeply human dimensions of transformations to sustainability.  

I have mainly interviewed people taking sustainable initiatives in Oslo. While it is positive for 

emission reductions that Oslo has implemented policies that result in kilometers of new bike 

lines and decreasing car traffic, what we also need might be a political environment that is 

more empathic, both in Oslo and on the national level. Because politics is more than political 

parties, it also includes our way of living together (Massey, 2005). To live well together, and 

avoid polarization, a collective move toward empathy, reflexivity, relational joy, non-

judgment, vulnerability and hope is needed. Transforming a city, a country, or indeed - the 

world, is a collective project, and as we have seen, a collective, social and political 

responsibility to care is deeply personal.  

 

7.2 Contribution to the discipline  

One of my intentions with this thesis was to make the concepts of space and place more 

transformative by taking seriously the relational aspects of space and place and seeing these 

concepts in light of becomings. Exploring how people become deeply engaged, including the 

role of spiritual practices, can help advance our understanding of how relational space and 

place are created in transformative ways. A deeper understanding of becoming sustainable 

is a much needed contribution, as we know little about how personal transformations might 

actually occur in the context of climate change (Berzonsky and Moser, 2017).  

Emotional geography recognize the importance of emotions, but there is a need to go 

deeper and also look at the variations of emotion categories (Henderson, 2008). I hope the 

finding of both motivating, demotivating and transformative aspects within emotion 

categories can help bring emotional geography beyond the dualistic discussion of ‘negative’ 
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and ‘positive’ emotions, to see that it’s not either or, and that a wide range of emotions can 

motivate transformative climate change engagement.  

Geographers have done much research to advance our understanding of hope (Anderson, 

2006; Head, 2016). I have used their understanding of the concept, as well as Ojala’s (2012) 

conceptualization, to make a framework for meaningful hope and place it in opposition to 

optimism and ‘pretend hope’. Head (2016) has argued that such a decoupling is much 

needed, and I believe that rather coupling hope to meaning, and joyful positivity of the here 

and now, can contribute to the relevance of the concept for geography in general and 

climate change research in particular. If we can conceptualize hope in a meaningful way, this 

might reduce the possibility of grief and despair to take over (Bendell, 2018).  

However, it is acknowledged that these theoretical contributions are grounded in a small 

sample. Although the sample generated rich data, more research is needed to establish the 

theoretical categories suggested in this thesis. 

 

7.3 Suggestions for future research 

In this thesis I have mainly focused on green politicians, social entrepreneurs, activists and 

growers. It could be interesting both to go deeper into these groups and to increase the 

diversity of perspectives, adding other groups such as artists and vegans.  

I chose to analyze the most important emotional categories in my data. While emotions such 

as love and emotions related to grief are mentioned in relation to the main emotional 

categories, I focused on the emotions that seemed to have a strong impact on motivation 

and could be explored more in depth. While the data contained both motivating and 

demotivating aspects of anger and frustration, and belonging, the participant’s spoke about 

responsibility to care as a solely positive motivation. It could be interesting to explore 

potential demotivating aspects of responsibility and care.  

Hope emerged as the foundation for climate change engagement, and it would be 

interesting to investigate the aspects of meaningful hope in more depth. It would also be 

exciting to explore more in depth the process of becoming hopeful in the context of climate 

change. Sharing personal stories about motivation was found to evoke hope. It would be 

interesting to do research on hope using more participatory methods or action research, 



 97 

that for example could include the sharing of such stories in a group setting that could have 

the potential to contribute to the participants’ construction of meaningful hope.  

The issue of climate change is not just a climate crisis but a crisis of meaning. We have to 

find meaning living in a world that is heading towards four degrees of global warming and 

worsening conditions for life on earth (Bendell, 2018; Lenton et al., 2019). Hope is not for 

optimists, hope is for those who expect the worst (Lasch, 1991). Let’s go plant those trees. 

 

 

This is me, who wrote this thesis, with a group of highly motivated climate strikers (who was not interviewed for this 
research project) in Oslo the fall of 2019, when I should have been at the university working on my  thesis. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Request for participation and consent agreement  

 

Vil du delta i forskningsprosjektet 
”Transformasjonen mot et bærekraftig Oslo: Betydningen av 

verdensbilder og narrativ” ? 
 
Dette er et spørsmål til deg om å delta i et forskningsprosjekt hvor formålet er å undersøke 
hvordan sosial endring skjer i praksis. I dette skrivet gir vi deg informasjon om målene for 
prosjektet og hva deltakelse vil innebære for deg. 
 
Formål 
Formålet med masteroppgaven er å øke forståelsen av om og hvordan transformasjon av 
verdensbilder kan bidra til bærekraftig utvikling i Oslo. 
 
Hvem er ansvarlig for forskningsprosjektet? 
Universitetet i Oslo 
 
Hvorfor får du spørsmål om å delta? 
Fordi du har tatt initiativ til eller er engasjert i et bærekraftig (politisk eller personlig) initiativ 
i Oslo. 
 
Hva innebærer det for deg å delta? 
Hvis du velger å delta i prosjektet, innebærer det at du deltar i et semistrukturert intervju 
som varer i rundt én time. Sosiale medier-poster og meninger delt i tradisjonelle medier vil 
også danne en del av datamaterialet. 
 
Det er frivillig å delta 
Det er frivillig å delta i prosjektet. Hvis du velger å delta, kan du når som helst trekke 
samtykke tilbake uten å oppgi noen grunn. Du kan trekke ditt samtykke ved å sende en epost 
der du sier at du ikke ønsker å delta i forskningsprosjektet. Alle opplysninger om deg vil da 
bli anonymisert. Det vil ikke ha noen negative konsekvenser for deg hvis du ikke vil delta 
eller senere velger å trekke deg.  
 
Ditt personvern – hvordan vi oppbevarer og bruker dine opplysninger  
Vi vil bare bruke opplysningene om deg til formålene vi har fortalt om i dette skrivet. Vi 
behandler opplysningene konfidensielt og i samsvar med personvernregelverket. Marte 
Skaara og hennes veileder Karen O’Brien er de eneste som vil ha tilgang på dataene, som vil 
oppbevares på passordbeskyttet område. 
 
Hva skjer med opplysningene dine når vi avslutter forskningsprosjektet? 
Prosjektet avsluttes 1. september 2019, og da vil alle personopplysninger anonymiseres og 
lydfiler slettes. 
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Dine rettigheter 
Så lenge du kan identifiseres i datamaterialet, har du rett til: 
innsyn i hvilke personopplysninger som er registrert om deg, 
å få rettet personopplysninger om deg,  
få slettet personopplysninger om deg, 
få utlevert en kopi av dine personopplysninger (dataportabilitet), og 
å sende klage til personvernombudet eller Datatilsynet om behandlingen av dine 
personopplysninger. 
 
Hva gir oss rett til å behandle personopplysninger om deg? 
Vi behandler opplysninger om deg basert på ditt samtykke. 
 
På oppdrag fra Universitetet i Oslo har NSD – Norsk senter for forskningsdata AS vurdert at 
behandlingen av personopplysninger i dette prosjektet er i samsvar med 
personvernregelverket.  
 
Hvor kan jeg finne ut mer? 
Hvis du har spørsmål til studien, eller ønsker å benytte deg av dine rettigheter, ta kontakt 
med: 
Marte Skaara: marte_skaara@hotmail.com, 93055875 
Karen O’Brien: karen.obrien@sosgeo.uio.no, 22858480 
Vårt personvernombud: Morten Opsal: morten.opsal@admin.uio.no, 97180643 
NSD – Norsk senter for forskningsdata AS, på epost (personvernombudet@nsd.no) eller 
telefon: 55 58 21 17. 
 
 
Med vennlig hilsen 
 
 
 
Marte Skaara 
 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Samtykkeerklæring  
Jeg har mottatt og forstått informasjon om prosjektet «Transformasjonen mot et 
bærekraftig Oslo: Betydningen av verdensbilder og narrativ», og har fått anledning til å stille 
spørsmål. Jeg samtykker til: 
 
å delta i intervju 
at opplysninger om meg publiseres slik at jeg kan gjenkjennes  
 
Jeg samtykker til at mine opplysninger behandles frem til prosjektet er avsluttet 1 sep. 2019. 
 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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