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Abstract

A sector of society is concerned about issues related to climate
change and energy policies. In this article, passive and active
forms of climate activism are distinguished. In the latter, the
expression of disagreement may take on an aggressive, violent,
or even criminal form. In 2022, there were several instances of
attempts to damage or destroy high-value (cultural and
economic) objects of art as a form of eco- or climate activism.
In this article, it is argued that the destruction of, or attempts
to destroy, any property is not a peaceful form of protest, and
may constitute a criminal act. If unique art is destroyed through
acts of violent climate activism, this can result in an
irretrievable loss of socially important cultural icons. It might
also induce a “boomerang effect”, i.e., the audience that such
activists intend to alert might distance themselves from such
actions. Such activists might also - through their destructive
actions - land up irreversibly changing the culture of the
appreciation of art by restricting the public’s access to artwork.
Even though these acts garnered global attention, there are
other productive non-destructive ways of drawing widespread
attention to issues related to the environment, such as climate
change, or energy policies, without harming humanity’s
precious socio-cultural art.
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IS THE DESTRUCTION OF ART A DESIRABLE FORM OF CLIMATE ACTIVISM?

1 Climate activism as a social
construct

discontent with policies related to energy or other

aspects that result in a reduction in social well-
being or environmental distress, such as climate change,
deforestation, or eroded genetic diversity. Concerns with
such issues are valid, and there is heightened social
conscientiousness of aspects related to climate change
and the impact of humanity on the Earth’s precious
environment and its resources (SOVACOOL et al., 2022).
How then can this dissatisfaction with official policies be
expressed? A recent survey found that the majority of
recent climate activists (or more broadly, eco-activists)
were female (BOUCHER et al., 2021). A popular way of
voicing discontent and to seek environmental justice is via
public protests (TEMPER et al., 2020).

T here is a sector of society that wishes to express its

However, the effective transmission of points of
disagreement, issues with which protesters are
dissatisfied, and ultimately a satisfactory outcome, relies
on the ability of the protestor or activist to have a firm
grasp of the social context of that conflict, scientific and
technical knowledge of the conflict and its sources, and
an effective messaging platform or means of
communication  that  encourages wider  public
participation, and thus a desired outcome (HESS;
SOVACOOL, 2020). In other words, a technologically
educated and moderate eco-activist that is able to
effectively transmit their concerns via a platform that
garners wide local or international social adherence
(MASON et al., 2022) is likely to achieve a positive
outcome, i.e., their voices and opinions will be heard,
policy might be reformed or enacted, and ultimately
concrete improvements might be made in defense of the
issue that they are trying to defend.

2 Art as a form of climate
education and awareness

Anyone who has ever been to a renowned international
(e.g., Louvre, Tate Gallery, Prado, Rockefeller, etc.) or
even a local art gallery can understand the culturally
enriching experience that is associated with appreciating
art with one’s own eyes and not via a virtual experience
on the Internet. That realistic tangible experience is what
makes an art gallery such a cultural treasure. Art provides
a unique view into the customs, beliefs and traditions of
that era, in addition to the artist’s personal depiction of
fantasy or fiction, thereby enriching a society’s socio-
cultural values. In these times of cultural as well as
environmental awareness, art museums are perfectly
positioned to serve as one vehicle for the education of
society about these topics, and for raising awareness in a

peaceful manner through, for example, group discussions
(CLOVER, 2018).

Art itself can also serve as a very powerful vehicle for
transmitting a message associated with climate change or
eco-conscientiousness, creating a visually impactful form
of expression that can leave a lasting impression on the
viewer, and thus also serve as a peaceful yet powerful
form of eco- and climate activism (INNWOOD; KENNEDY,
2020). Art museums can also serve to preserve highly
contentious items associated with humans’ exploitation of
nature and the environment, such as ivory, thereby
serving as a “peaceful” vehicle for raising awareness of
contentious human practices that endanger nature (GOOD
et al., 2019).

3 Destruction of art as a form
of eco- and climate activism

For the reasons indicated above, it is troubling when art
is destroyed, even more so through purposeful actions,
because it gives the impression of, and is in fact, an
affront on culture as well as a desecration of socio-
cultural values. And when the destruction of culture and
art is used as a tool to advance ideologies about an
unrelated or indirectly related theme or struggle, such as
climate change or environmental awareness, then such
destructive actions - and the message they send - become
highly misguided. Destruction-based activists may even
induce a “boomerang effect” in which the target audience
that they intended to alert about such issues might land
up distancing themselves from such actions and from such
groups of climate activists to avoid being associated with
acts of violence, because such activists only tend to
transmit their message to like-minded individuals (FINE,
2022).

In 2022, there was a spate of attacks on art that
represented instances of climate activism. One example
was the attack on a painting (“Death and Life”) by Gustav
Klimt at the Leopold Museum (Vienna, Austria) in
November 2022 by the activist group Letzte Generation
Osterreich (Last Generation Austria) (THE GUARDIAN,
2022). Another example was an attack on a painting
(“Sunflowers”) by Vincent van Gogh in in London’s
National Gallery of Art by the activist group Just Stop Oil
(VOX, 2022). The same activist group was found guilty of
property destruction after attacking another van Gogh
painting (“Peach Trees in Blossom”) at the Courtauld
Institute (ARTNEWS, 2022). Even if some of these (or
other) works of art were placed behind protective glass
screens, panels, or barriers, and even if they were not
directly damaged, the actions of these eco-activists not
only caused pain and distress to the art community and
art fans, they also introduced a previously non-existent
security threat to art and art museums.
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To their “credit”, the eco-activists who spear-headed
these attacks on art managed to capture the attention of
a global audience. However, they may have, through their
intolerant actions, truncated a path of communication
with the public and thereby negotiation with policy
makers.

These acts of vandalism and criminality - because they
involve the destruction of private and/or public property,
causing economic and cultural losses - may be misguided
and might achieve an opposite effect to that which was
originally intentioned or desired, i.e., the “boomerang
effect” (FINE, 2022). This is because while their
passionate grievances about climate-related issues might
be perfectly valid, and while indeed it is important to
raise awareness and even protest climate change inaction,
it makes little or no sense (to the author) to use a
destructive means to protest another destructive process.
Despite this, there is a rich history of anarchist
interventions and multiple forms of violent pro-
environmental protest to advance agendas related to
environmental reform, including aspects related to
climate change and energy policies (SOVACOOL; DUNLAP,
2022).

4 Non-destructive forms of eco-
activism

Such groups of violent-leaning eco-activists could use
other available tools to make their grievances known.
These include cost-free social media-based tools such as
Twitter, Instagram, Facebook (META) or TikTok, regional
community gatherings that can try and draw the
participation of different sectors of society, or town-hall
style events that encourage a debate that can be
uploaded to YouTube and freely and widely viewed. Social
media is a popular form of expression of climate activism
by the FridaysForFuture movement, as one example
(BELOTTI et al., 2022). Global coalitions established by
social media to advance local environmental justice
movements with a common agenda can focus similar
viewpoints and concerns (SHAH et al., 2021).

Even individual efforts can make a difference, and these
can take on an artistic nature to promote their message.
As one example, the protest by Hannah Bourne-Taylor,
who painted her body as a bird, to protest declining bird
populations in the UK (MIRROR, 2022). Courageous voices
who are willing to speak out passionately but non-
violently, even when they are young, set a model example
for, and inspire, other youth to follow that example. The
most obvious recent case would be the profound effect on
global eco-activism by Great Thunberg (SABHERWAL et
al., 2021).

It has been proposed that psychiatrists are ideally
positioned to serve as a non-violent vehicle for the
transmission of health-related activism (CLERY et al.,
2022). Science-based inter-disciplinary action groups have
the collective power of sending a science evidence-based
robust message to peers, the public and policy makers in
a clear, strategic and non-violent way (RACIMO et al.,
2022). These efforts can draw like-minded individuals who
share the same grievances and concerns from all walks of
life from global audiences without having to resort to
violence, destruction and a depreciation of culture. How
to channel anger about an issue, such as deforestation
(KAUFER, 2023), without entering the realm of criminality
and vandalism, while still achieving a favorable (i.e., pro-
forest) outcome is a challenge that faces all eco-activists,
independent of their culture or ideology.

Participation in or support of experimental climate
interventions (LOW et al., 2022) would surely attract
wider societal support than the destruction of art or
property because the latter would marginalize a peace-
loving and law-abiding sector of the potential target
audience. By applying the concept of communication and
networking at scale, such as the ‘Powers of 10’ concept,
a message or action by local, regional or global action
groups can be established, even if it originates from a
single or few individuals, provided that the message is
effectively propagated, amplifying the “power of one” or
the “power of a few” several times (BHOWMIK et al.,
2020).

5 Unintended consequences for
the art world

One of the potential consequences of these attacks on art
in the name of climate activism is that art museums might
begin to restrict public access to unique or high-valued
pieces, or visitors might have to observe art pieces from
a “safe” distance and from behind protective screens,
protective actions that will negatively impact the
personalized interaction that so typifies the experience of
visiting an art museum. The management of dozens of
international art museums signed a declaration decrying
these acts of vandalism (ICOM, 2022). Whether these
concerns translate into heightened security and restricted
public access to art museums (and thus art) has yet to be
seen.
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