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ABSTRACT

Climate change has gained traction in artists’ works and exhibitions. This research aims at gaining a
better understanding of visual artists who create climate-related art and are/were located in the central
art market countries of the United States of America, the United Kingdom, and Germany—countries
with considerable contributions to climate change and responsibility for action. Responding to calls for
the further involvement of the humanities and sociology of the arts to address socio-ecological themes,
this article addresses the question: How do artists’ imaginations of climate change relate to aspects of
climate (in)justice? To answer this question, thirty interviews were conducted with artists who ad-
dressed climate change in their works. This study finds that the artists are, among others, driven by a
desire to reduce distances (spatially, temporally, human-nature) and/or to engage with causes and
impacts nearby. Many artists are concerned with climate (in)justice in various ways: with not only
vulnerable, remote regions, future generations, and other species, but also nearby areas in the present.
This study also shows that artists face ethical questions when engaging in climate topics. The research
applies and reveals insights from the environmental humanities, emphasizing the connectedness of
environmental challenges to social, cultural, and human aspects. The research is also situated within the
sociology of the arts, the study of aesthetic practices in times of global inequalities, but also of hope,
possibilities, and learning. Further, this research adds to the increasing awareness of climate change as a
domestic issue.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, climate change has gained traction
in artists’ works and exhibitions.1 Scholars have

discussed numerous potential roles of the arts, from
raising awareness to imagining futures.2 However, fur-
ther research is needed to investigate the artist’s per-
spective. Following other scholars,3 this research does
not aim at applying a normative approach to prescribing
any best-practice approach (in terms of the type of art).
Instead, it strives for an in-depth understanding of artists
creating climate-related art, based on their perspectives.
The guiding question is: How do artists’ imaginations of
climate change relate to aspects of climate (in)justice?
To answer this question, thirty interviews were con-
ducted with artists working on the topic of climate
change. In this set of interviews, the focus is on artists
having been born or residing in ‘‘central’’ art markets.
The Materials and Methods section provides further
details.

This research is situated within the environmental
humanities, which refer to ‘‘a range of multifaceted
scholarly approaches that understand environmental
challenges as inextricable from social, cultural and hu-
man factors,’’4 and climate sociology, a ‘‘new subfield
[.] that emerged around 2018 in the USA and involved
a growing understanding of climate change as a domestic
challenge.’’5 Both these fields deal with questions of
social and environmental injustice. This study is a re-

sponse to various urgent calls for the further involvement
of the humanities and sociology of the arts to address
climate change.

Anthropocene framings and climate ethics

The term ‘‘Anthropocene,’’ the human epoch, became
widely known in the 2000s through chemist Paul Crutzen
and biologist Eugene Stoermer. It denotes a time in
which human activity has major, global impacts on
earth’s systems, which will be discernible in the geo-
logical record even in millions of years.6 However,
several scholars have criticized the term because it dis-
guises responsibilities for and vulnerabilities to envi-
ronmental problems by suggesting that humankind, in
general, is causing climate change.

Instead, as Swedish ecology scholar Andreas Malm
argues, capitalistic systems and fossil capital are the roots
of climate change.7,8 Indigenous scholar Zoe Todd also
underlines that the framings of the Anthropocene lack
consideration of the structural violences that have caused
the Anthropocene in the first place, such as patriarchy
and white supremacy. Todd discusses ‘‘An orientation
towards [Papaschase Cree scholar Dwayne] Donald’s
philosophical framework,’’ which can address the limi-
tations of the current Anthropocene framings.9 This
framework includes ethical relationality, which Donald
defines as an understanding of ‘‘how our different his-
tories and experiences position us in relation to each
other,’’ engrained in relationships, reciprocity, and
responsibility.10

Climate change is an ethical challenge for numerous
reasons, as philosopher Stephen M. Gardiner insightfully
illuminates. First, climate change is a ‘‘global storm’’
because any location that emits greenhouse gas emissions
impacts the global climate. This global storm is paired
with ‘‘institutional inadequacy’’ of the current institu-
tions and the deficiency of a global governance system to
address the problems effectively.11 Although climate

1It is important to note that artists’ engagement with climate
change, while it indeed appears to have increased, is not new. In
the 1960s and 1970s, environmental and feminist consciousness
was on the rise, fueled by seminal books, such as Rachel Car-
son’s ‘‘Silent Spring’’ and political developments. Ecological
concerns, certainly, go back even further, for example to artists
who addressed colonialism, the conquest of Native land, and
industrialization over the past centuries, as insightfully shown in
the exhibition ‘‘Nature’s Nation: American Art and Environ-
ment’’ curated by Karl Kusserow and Alan Braddock. For a
review, see, for example, Emily Gephart. ‘‘Revisiting Re-
lationships at The Princeton University Art Museum and the
Peabody Essex Museum,’’ review of Nature’s Nation: American
Art and Environment, Princeton University Art Museum and
Peabody Essex Museum, Panorama: Journal of the Association
of Historians of American Art 5 (2019).

2Diego Galafassi, Sacha Kagan, Manjana Milkoreit, Heras
Marı́a, Chantal Bilodeau, Sadhbh Juarez Bourke, Andrew Mer-
rie, Leonie Guerrero, Pétursdóttir Gu+rún, and Tàbara Joan
David. ‘‘‘Raising the Temperature’: The Arts on a Warming
Planet.’’ Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 31
(2018): 71–79.

3François Ribac. ‘‘Narratives of the Anthropocene: How Can
the (Performing) Arts Contribute Towards the Socio-Ecological
Transition?’’ Scene 6 (2018): 51–62.

4Astrida Neimanis, Cecilia Åsberg, and Johan Hedrén. ‘‘Four
Problems, Four Directions for Environmental Humanities: To-
ward Critical Posthumanities for the Anthropocene.’’ Ethics and
the Environment 20 (2015): 70.

5Fabian Holt. ‘‘The Geo-Ecological Turn in Sociology and Its
Implications for the Sociology of the Arts.’’ Cultural Sociology
174997552110728 (2022): 3.

6Margaret Robertson. Sustainability Principles and Practice.
(Routledge, 2017).

7Patters of power and capital have already developed in the
fifteenth century (with the conquests of the Columbus era), as J.
W. Moore argues in ‘‘The Capitalocene.’’ Therefore, the origins
of socioecological crises reach back not only to the twentieth
century or nineteenth century. [Jason W. Moore. ‘‘The Capita-
locene, Part I: On the Nature and Origins of Our Ecological
Crisis.’’ The Journal of Peasant Studies 44 (2017): 594–630].

8Andreas Malm. Fossil Capital: The Rise of Steam Power and
the Roots of Global Warming. (Verso, 2016).

9Zoe Todd. ‘‘Indigenizing the Anthropocene.’’ In: Heather
Davis and Etienne Turpin (eds). Art in the Anthropocene: En-
counters Among Aesthetics, Politics, Environments and Epis-
temologies. (Open Humanities Press, 2015), 250.

10Dwayne Donald. ‘‘On What Terms Can We Speak? Lecture at
the University of Lethbridge.’’ 2010. <www.vimeo.com/15264558>.
(Last accessed on September 20, 2022).

11Stephen M. Gardiner. ‘‘Betraying the Future.’’ In: Stephen
M. Gardiner and David Weisbach (eds). Debating Climate
Ethics. (Oxford University Press, 2016).
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change impacts are coming closer to the ‘‘Global
North,’’12 there exist major ‘‘global inequalities’’13 and
‘‘skewed vulnerabilities’’14: Even though richer countries
are responsible for much of the historic emissions, they
may be less affected by negative climate impacts or able
to protect themselves (at least for the time being). Poor
nations are the most vulnerable to negative climate
impacts.15

The second reason climate change is an ethical chal-
lenge is that it is an ‘‘intergenerational storm’’: the
causes and effects, those in power and those affected, are
spread across time.16 It is a ‘‘slow violence,’’ ‘‘a violence
of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and
space.’’17 Such large temporal or spatial scales, but also
the microscopic size (e.g., microplastic pollution) are
difficult to relate to, especially when thinking in human
scales, as is prevalent in ‘‘Western cosmologies.’’18 At
the same time, climate change, once considered ‘‘a ca-
tastrophe without event’’ in some parts of the world, is no
longer that. It has moved into the present, as, for instance,
explained by media ecologist Birgit Schneider.19

Third, climate change is an ‘‘ecological storm’’ be-
cause it impacts animals, plants, and ecosystems.20

Therefore, the climate and biodiversity crises are closely
interwoven. Multispecies justice—a more-than-human
ecology—is part of climate justice.21 The relationship
between humans, nature, and non-humans has been the
subject of various publications in the environmental hu-
manities. Scholars argue for an ‘‘entanglement’’ of hu-
mans with species and nature, discussing ‘‘companion
species’’ (see Donna Haraway,22 Anna Tsing23), the
multispecies ‘‘mesh’’ (see Timothy Morton24), and
‘‘naturecultures’’ (see Bruno Latour, Donna Haraway),

which are ‘‘ontologies of living with, as and through
environments, where nature cannot be separated from
culture.’’25

The danger of separating nature from culture, and
human domination over nature is often discussed in the
humanities literature. However, it is important to note
that the nature-culture dualism is not a universal con-
cept.26 Although often used in Western contexts, refer-
ences to this dichotomy may not be common in other
locations. This illustrates the importance of considering
other settings and ways of knowing.27

These previous sections showed that, for at least three
reasons, climate change involves dispersions of causes
and effects across the globe, time, and species, making
it an ethical issue that inflicts injustice upon vulnerable
regions, future generations, and other species.28

Art and its relation to climate ethics and (in)justice

Artists29 can offer imaginative framings of climate
change, giving a tangible form to the imagination of
different futures and worlds.30 Although there are nu-
merous understandings of the term imagination, it can be
seen as a creative faculty, a ‘‘sensitivity to the possible
shapes of one’s environment’’ instead of mere fantasy.31

Imagination has the power to reveal what is, making the
absent present, but also to connote actuality into possi-
bility, and envision how we might be. Imagination can
become consolidated in images and create the conditions
for action.

In terms of the aforementioned ‘‘global storm’’ of
climate change, the global inequalities of climate im-
pacts, and vulnerable regions, artists are said to render
distant environmental phenomena, such as melting ice
sheets, through their art proximate.32 However, artists

12The concepts ‘‘Global South’’ and ‘‘Global North’’ emerged
as alternatives of predecessor terms such as ‘‘Third World’’ and
‘‘Developed World,’’ aiming to be less hierarchical. It is im-
portant to note that the ‘‘Global South’’ and ‘‘Global North’’
concepts are used in geopolitical terms and do not necessarily
mark the geographic south and north. Moreover, they constitute
a binary, grouping countries into two categories, and one has to
be mindful of differences and similarities between and within
countries.

13Ibid. Holt (2022), 1–17.
14Ibid. Gardiner (2016).
15Ibid. Neimanis et al. (2015): 67–97.
16Ibid. Gardiner (2016).
17Robert Nixon. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of

the Poor. (Harvard University Press, 2013), 2.
18Ibid. Neimanis et al. (2015): 67–97.
19Birgit Schneider. ‘‘A break with reality [in German].’’

Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung ( July 25, 2021).
20Ibid. Gardiner (2016).
21T.J. Demos, Emily Eliza Scott, and Subhankar Banerjee

(eds). The Routledge Companion to Contemporary Art, Visual
Culture, and Climate Change. (Routledge, 2021).

22Donna Haraway. The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs,
People, and Significant Otherness. (Prickly Paradigm Press,
2003).

23Anna Tsing. ‘‘Unruly Edges: Mushrooms as Companion
Species. For Donna Haraway.’’ Environmental Humanities 1
(2012): 141–154.

24Timothy Morton. The Ecological Thought. (Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2010).

25Ibid. Neimanis et al. (2015): 83.
26Juanita Sundberg. ‘‘Decolonizing Posthumanist Geo-

graphies.’’ Cultural Geographies 21 (2013): 33–47.
27Similarly, the dichotomy between rational and aesthetic can

be situated in a Western context, being a product of Enlight-
enment, but it may not be as pronounced in other cultural
frameworks, as artist and art-researcher David Maggs argues.
[David Maggs. ‘‘Paradox Into Practice.’’ <https://metcalf
foundation.com/metcalf-story/paradox-into-practice/>. (Last ac-
cessed on September 30, 2022)].

28Ibid. Gardiner (2016).
29Although the arts have a great potential to imagine other

worlds and futures, imaginations of climate change are not
confined to the arts. For example, scientific images or news
media visualizations of climate change also offer imaginative
framings of climate change. See, for example, the discussion of
visual imagery and climate change by Saffron J. O’Neill and
Nicholas Smith ‘‘Climate Change and Visual Imagery.’’ Wiley
Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 5 (2014): 73–87).

30Kathryn Yusoff and Jennifer Gabrys. ‘‘Climate Change and
the Imagination.’’ Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate
Change 2 (2011): 516–534.

31Sacha Kagan. ‘‘Proving the World More Imaginary?’’ Ös-
terreichische Zeitschrift für Soziologie 44 (2019): 163.

32Harriet Hawkins and Anja Kanngieser. ‘‘Artful Climate
Change Communication: Overcoming Abstractions, In-
sensibilities, and Distances.’’ Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews:
Climate Change 8 (2017): 1–12.
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may face ethical questions, for instance in terms of the
environmental footprint of their long-distance travel.
Moreover, ethical issues arise when imaginations lack
attention to power relations,33 people, and politics.34 The
question is posed as to how artists can stimulate ‘‘a
politics of environmental justice viewed from the per-
spective of those who have the least access to re-
sources,’’35 and who are less (re)presented.36

For example, artists may engage in field research and
mutual exchange ‘‘with local communities and indige-
nous cultures.’’37 A significant development in recent
years is that the ‘‘geographic mapping of climate
change’’ is changing from distant suffering to nearby
impacts.38 The question arises: Are the interviewed art-
ists talking about the representation of certain (which?)
climate-impacted areas, and if so, why?

Regarding the ‘‘intergenerational storm’’ of climate
change, it can be said that climate change is a topic that
is often discussed with regard to the futures that will
be experienced, and artists are contributing their imagi-
nations.39 Imaginations of catastrophic futures were
particularly prominent in earlier climate-related works
aimed at raising awareness40 when knowledge was still
lacking. There has been much opposition toward such
apocalyptic, dooms-laden imaginations in the gen-
eral communication of climate change and artistic
creations.

They can create fear, helplessness,41 powerlessness,
and distance, and they can foreclose alternatives and
different futures.42,43 Some argue that art needs to re-
imagine futures that are worth imagining.44 Numerous
scholars have highlighted the potential of inspirational
and hopeful narratives in art. Galafassi and colleagues,
for instance, argue for ‘‘narratives of hope,’’45 and Davis
and Turpin discuss that ‘‘the environmental crisis beck-

ons art practice to re-imagine futures beyond the cynical
recklessness of the myopic capitalist horizon.’’46

Are the interviewed artists talking about the imagina-
tion of (negative/positive) futures, and if so, why? Next
to imaginations of futures, artists can document and
criticize current practices. Some art initiatives such as
ArtCOP21 are said to influence the policies of cultural
institutions.47

Concerning the ‘‘ecological storm’’ and multispecies
justice, artworks can emphasize aspects such as care,
sympathy, and empathy for human-nature and interspe-
cies relationships. Artistic practices may ‘‘address the
problem of negative framing and popular alienation by
(re)instating an imaginary of curiosity, care and con-
cern.’’48 They can play an important role in addressing
‘‘non-human lives and ecosystems’’49 and forge entan-
glements.50 Are the interviewed artists talking about the
representation of human-nature or interspecies connec-
tions, and if so, why?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Qualitative interviewing allows accessing a person’s
view regarding subjects and enquiring about how and
why something happens. Therefore, this method aligns
with the purpose of this study to explore artists’ reflec-
tions on their creative practices. Artists were selected
based on the following criteria. First, they create visual
artworks—from two-dimensional representations to in-
stallations and public interventions51—around climate
change, either as defined by the artists themselves52 and/
or by art critics and journalists. Second, the artists are
from or are/were residing in the central art market
countries53 of the United States, the United Kingdom,
and Germany.54

33Julie Doyle. ‘‘Imaginative Engagements: Critical Reflec-
tions on Visual Arts and Climate Change.’’ In: Julie H. Reiss
(ed). Art, Theory and Practice in the Anthropocene. (Vernon
Press, 2019).

34Ibid. Demos et al. (2021).
35T.J. Demos. ‘‘The Art and Politics of Sustainability.’’ In:

T.J. Demos (ed). Decolonizing Nature. Contemporary Art and
the Politics of Ecology. (Sternberg Press, 2016: 54), 31–62.

36Ingrid Commandeur. Bridging the Gap—Trans/disciplinary
Practices in the Age of Climate Change. <https://publica
tions.rasl.nu/read/reflective/bridging-the-gap-trans-disciplinary-
practices-in-the-age-of-climate-change>. (Last accessed on
June 28, 2022).

37Ibid.
38Ibid. Holt (2022): 1–17.
39Ibid. Yusoff and Gabrys (2011).
40Ibid. Galafassi et al. (2018): 71–79.
41Ibid. O’Neill and Smith (2014).
42Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin (eds). Art in the An-

thropocene: Encounters among Aesthetics, Politics, Environ-
ments and Epistemologies. (Open Humanities Press, 2015).

43However, it needs to be noted that—at least in the sphere of
the arts—it is not fruitful to judge all such imaginations as
failed. As Yusoff and Gabrys (2011: 5) argue, ‘‘But to frame all
such attempts to engage with disastrous or catastrophic render-
ings of climate change as negative misses the point.’’

44Ibid.
45Ibid. Galafassi et al. (2018): 77.

46Ibid. Davis and Turpin (2015): 10.
47Nancy Duxbury, Anita Kangas, and Christiaan De Beuke-

laer. ‘‘Cultural Policies for Sustainable Development: Four
Strategic Paths.’’ International Journal of Cultural Policy 23
(2017): 214–230.

48Ibid. Neimanis et al. (2015): 82.
49Ibid. Demos et al. (2021): 296.
50Ibid. Hawkins and Kanngieser (2017).
51Joanna Nurmis. ‘‘Visual Climate Change Art 2005–2015:

Discourse and Practice.’’ Wires Climate Change 7 (2016): 501–
516.

52Ibid. Galafassi et al. (2018): 71–79.
53There are many more key art market countries beyond the

countries that this article focuses on, including ‘‘Western’’ and
‘‘non-Western’’ countries. China, for example, has turned into a
key player in the contemporary art market. It is important to note
that the contemporary art world is characterized by an uneven
distribution and hierarchy between nations; see, for instance,
Alain Quemin’s discussion of the contemporary art market.
[Alain Quemin. ‘‘The Impact of Nationality on the Con-
temporary Art Market.’’ Sociologia & Antropologia 5 (2015):
825–856.] In other sets of interviews, artists from other key art
market countries, and ‘‘peripheral,’’ emerging art markets can be
interviewed.

54Ibid. Quemin (2015).
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These central art market countries are also among
those with a considerable contribution (and responsibility
for action with regard) to climate change. There were
also pragmatic reasons (German and English being the
researcher’s first and second languages) to focus on these
countries. Some of the artists have lived in multiple
countries, for example the United Kingdom and Zim-
babwe, the Philippines, and Germany, and therefore in
both the ‘‘Global North’’ and the ‘‘Global South.’’

Third, the sample should cover a broad spectrum of
artist goals to avoid including a certain type, such as
activist art only. Fourth, artists with different news media
coverage and in different career phases were chosen to
include both emerging and well-known artists.

Thirty interviews were conducted online between
March 2021 and May 2022 and lasted *1 hour.55 Thirty
interviews were the limit of the sample size due to suf-
ficient insights to answer the research question and for
pragmatic data collection reasons. It is important to
mention that the interviewed artists are a discrete set and
do not represent all artists working on climate-related
topics. The findings cannot be generalized because of the
sample size (N = 30) and qualitative nature of the
research.

It is also crucial to stress that although art may have
intended (and unintended) effects on people and sites,
this research does not evaluate or try to single those out.
Instead, this article focuses on artists’ reflections on their
creative practices and their imaginations of climate
change topics, which may be part of their desired impact
and not the same as their impact, for instance, according
to audiences.

Artists were asked questions such as, ‘‘Is there some-
thing and if so, what do you want to achieve with your
art?,’’ ‘‘With your artworks, who are you aiming to
reach?,’’ ‘‘Why and when did you start to engage in
topics of climate change?’’ These questions were pur-
posefully kept open (i.e., not directly tied to a certain
goal or aspect of climate injustice) for artists to answer in
whichever direction they desired. Data were analyzed
using qualitative content analysis. More specifically,
thematic analysis allowed looking for patterns in the
data.56

RESULTS

Examples of the types of visual artworks that the in-
terviewed artists created and talked about are paintings,
photography, sculpture, video, public intervention, some
with and others without participatory, activist, or interac-
tive elements.57 In the following sections, I present the
results of recurring themes in the interviews that relate to
the earlier mentioned aspects of climate (in)justice. These
are illustrated by selected quotes from the interviews.

Imagining human-nature entanglements

Many of the interviewed artists talked about how they
wanted their art to connect people with the natural en-
vironment. For example, artists represent nature in
paintings, photographs, or installations to evoke emo-
tions, such as ‘‘empathy’’ for animals, plants, and people,
an admiration for the beauty of ‘‘this planet and this
life,’’ ‘‘care,’’ and ‘‘love’’ for natural places. Consider
this artist’s statement: ‘‘I really wanted that people could
have an emotional response because they could experi-
ence empathy with these little creatures.’’

Artists are interested in forging connections, or en-
tanglements, such as between ‘‘culture and nature,’’
people and the planet, climate change and other issues,
the ‘‘interrelated web of life,’’ different parts of the
world, and ‘‘between everything.’’ They imagine such
connections because they are aware that they are not
isolated from each other, and they want to contribute to a
better understanding of such connections. Some artists
stressed that there is much to learn from nature, for in-
stance, regarding the interconnectedness of matters and
nature’s circular logic.

Some artists move beyond representation into trans-
forming an ecosystem through artistic interventions, for
example artworks that create habitat spaces or restore
ecosystems. They do not necessarily fix larger systems;
they may be small-scale or symbolic, and some pragmatic
projects criticize practices such as carbon offsetting.

Representing climate impacts: far and near

Second, another recurring imagination of artists work-
ing on climate change is to represent climate impacts on

55Online interviewing was necessary under the travel re-
strictions of the coronavirus pandemic. Moreover, they are
valued for their flexibility; they minimize costs and make travel
emissions for one particular interview obsolete. The artists were
contacted by email to inquire about a possible interview. The
interviewer was based in the Netherlands, whereas the inter-
viewees (artists) were located in other countries. Interviewees
were provided with a written Informed Consent Form. Only if
the interviewees agreed to participate in the research by signing
the form, they were interviewed. Moreover, the form contained
options about which they could indicate their preferences such
as: being identified in a publication in which the research find-
ings might be shared (yes/no), having their quotes used in a
publication in which the research findings might be shared (yes/
no), having their interview audio recorded (yes/no).

56Alan Bryman. Social Research Methods. (Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2016).

57While some scholars discuss particular types of artworks as
especially suitable to create certain kinds of public engagement
or change (e.g., representations for cognitive engagement and
interventions for behavioral engagement, see the discussion by
Gabriella Giannachi or Joanna Nurmis; activist art for change,
see T.J. Demos), I do not aim at categorizing the artworks in this
way in this study. This is because I focus on artists’ reflections
on their creative practices, their imaginations of climate change
topics, which may be part of their desired impact. As I discuss in
another text, artists of all kinds of artworks—from two-
dimensional to three-dimensional artworks, displayed in muse-
ums or the public realm—may want to initiate change, including
change of perceptions, behavioral or political change. If this is
indeed also achieved requires another and a difficult investiga-
tion into the ‘‘impact’’ of the artwork.
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vulnerable regions and people because artists wish to
reduce the distance to (remote) impacts and offer support.
Multiple interviewed artists reflected on environmental
injustice, marginalization, power relations in politics, and
between countries; the discrepancy between those who
cause the problems and those who suffer most; the value
of indigenous perspectives and collaborations; the need
for political changes; and the roots of current crises in
colonialism and capitalism. Artists who have a back-
ground, or close mutual exchange, in the culture that they
represent in their artwork, reflected extensively on these
topics. In their artworks, many artists show the impact on
landscapes (the sublime or destruction), and some show
portrayals of animals and people.

Nevertheless, the framing of artists from central art
markets about other cultures can also be very different
from the framing of local cultures, for instance, regarding
the resilience of cultures. For example, the following
quote illustrates an artist’s attempt to take responsibility
for and to support distant regions threatened by climate
change: ‘‘We are mounting an expedition next year to the
[.] islands in the Pacific. [.] The [.] islands’ average
height above sea level is [.] less than two meters. So,
they’re deeply threatened by climate change. Their whole
culture might just disappear.’’

However, the local culture may not see its disappear-
ance, even if threatened by rising sea levels and facing
injustice and loss. An example is the resilience of Moana
peoples, who are migrating from islands endangered by
climate change, while their cultures are sustained instead
of disappearing.58 Another artist asked herself ethical
questions regarding representing other cultures: ‘‘Am I
allowed to make art where indigenous people can make
art themselves about themselves?’’

Some artists focus their artistic imaginations on the
causes and impacts that are nearby, via-à-vis their loca-
tion in the United Kingdom (e.g., polluted rivers), the
United States (e.g., consumption), and Germany (e.g.,
forest fires). The reasons include the earlier mentioned
ethical questions, and moreover environmental consid-
erations (e.g., avoiding emissions): ‘‘I get to see it and I
get to do it, but [I will] still be part of the problem. So,
[.] I’ve been thinking like: How can I work more lo-
cally?’’ Another reason for artists to engage with impacts
in the ‘‘Global North’’ relates to the phenomenon of
climate change impacts coming closer to home, such as
intensified heatwaves and flooding: ‘‘There will be more
heavy storms, there will be more disasters and it won’t
just be in India or somewhere [.] far from our reality.
No, it is happening more and more here with us too.’’

Imagining futures. and presents

Third, I interviewed multiple artists who created ear-
lier climate-related works (in the late 1990s and early
2000s) depicting catastrophic futures, aimed at raising
awareness. However, there are also more recent works
among the discussed art projects that focus on apoca-
lyptic topics. Artists who imagine disaster-struck futures
often want to warn about the future, create urgency, and
make people understand the gravity of the situation: ‘‘I
decided to do this project to sort of bring attention to
what I thought was a very alarming and dire scenario.
Little did I know how much of a failure we’d face in the
17 years since then, since I finished it.’’

Some of the interviewed artists created artworks
showing possible resilient futures. The imagined positive
futures are driven by the perceived changing role of the
artist and the desire to offer hope and possibilities in
times of negative narratives: ‘‘I think one of the big roles
for artists now is to show what’s possible [.] like here’s
the problem, [.] what do we do now? [.] so, artists
have this great role of imagining the future’’.

Overall, engaging people with futures (warning about
negative futures and/or showing positive futures) is dri-
ven by a desire to bring the future into the present, that
is, to reduce the temporal distance and thereby generate
changes.

Multiple artists also deal with issues firmly situated in the
present. This could concern their desire to witness the de-
struction and demise of nature (‘‘I am documenting what
we’re losing’’) or criticizing humanity’s narratives and
practices as the causer of the situation we are already in.
Other examples of artists becoming active in the here and
now are their pragmatic artworks (mitigation, adaptation),
and artists working on political changes through art
movements such as ArtCOP21 or Culture Declares Emer-
gency: ‘‘The tragedy of our history is that power is held by a
very small privilege who willingly or at times ignorantly
[.] will let many, many, many, many other people suffer.’’

Multiple artists stressed the power of various move-
ments coming together to create political change:

‘‘A lot of the work that I continue to do really is about
sort of building these networks [.] where the art acts as a
connector. It’s not necessarily an endpoint; it’s a con-
nector between communities who are facing change [.],
and those [.] making decisions around that: researchers
and policymakers.’’

DISCUSSION

The present research provides relevant insights into the
artist’s perspective and adds to efforts in the environ-
mental humanities and sociology of the arts to view en-
vironmental challenges not merely as environmental but
also as social, cultural, and human,59 and as major
challenges that are no longer distant but also domestic.60

58The migration of I-Kiribati and Tuvaluans to Aotearoa New
Zealand due to climate risks and the possibility of cultural
preservation has been insightfully discussed by Olivia E.T.
Yates, Shiloh Groot, Sam Manuela, and Andreas Neef.
‘‘‘There’s so Much More to That Sinking Island!’-Restorying
Migration from Kiribati and Tuvalu to Aotearoa New Zealand.’’
Journal of Community Psychology 20220824 (2022): 1–21.

59Ibid. Neimanis et al. (2015): 67–97.
60Ibid. Holt (2022): 1–17.
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Based on the interviewed artists’ talking about their ar-
tistic imaginations of climate change, it becomes clear
that many artists addressing climate change, directly or
more subtly, are concerned with aspects of climate
(in)justice in various ways.

First, many artists are concerned with the effects on
animals, plants, and ecosystems—what has been termed
the ‘‘ecological storm,’’ and with the human-nature
relation.61 For example, artists who represent human-
nature connections or who want to improve an ecosys-
tem. Such imaginations are driven by the conviction of
the importance of such connections and a perceived lack
of a meaningful human-nature relation, adding to pre-
vious research on entanglements.62 Given the Western
understanding of the need to overcome the nature-culture
dichotomy, it is not surprising that numerous artists who
work in a Western context center their art on this theme.

Second, many artists also concern themselves with
possible futures and the injustice inflicted on future gen-
erations or other species—the ‘‘intergenerational storm.’’
Engagement with futures (warning about negative futures,
showing positive futures) is driven by a desire to bring the
future into the present to reduce the temporal distance.
Many artists’ desire to offer positivity and hope is related
to a perceived dominant negative narrative, a narrative
described in previous publications.63

Artists also concern themselves with issues situated in
the present, documenting and criticizing current prac-
tices, and some artists work as activists and organize
political movements. Many artists want to achieve larger
changes in society through their art, public speeches and
collaborations and fight institutional inadequacies.64

Third, numerous artists are concerned with the ‘‘global
storm’’ of climate change. Some focus on climate impacts
inflicted on vulnerable regions in the ‘‘Global South,’’
which is driven by a desire to reduce the geographical
distance between the ‘‘Global North’’ to impacts in the
‘‘Global South,’’ as has been found in previous research of
artwork analyses,65 and further to acknowledge the re-
sponsibility of the North, and to support regions threat-
ened by climate change. This study also shows that artists
themselves mentioned ethical challenges in engaging with
climate topics, for instance, in relation to their environ-
mental footprint or the representation of indigenous peo-
ple. In addition, the way artists from central art markets
engage with other cultures is likely to differ from the
framing of issues by the local community, for example, in
terms of the resilience of cultures.

As discussed in the literature review, artists who
imagine climate change in remote (vis-à-vis their) cul-
tures need, among others, a deep understanding of the
different histories, power imbalances, and mutual ex-
changes between the artist and the local community and
culture. Multiple artists reflected on topics such as power

relations, marginalization, the value of indigenous per-
spectives and collaborations, the need for political change,
and the roots of crises. More awareness of and ex-
change about such topics—in the art world and beyond—
could contribute to a better understanding of the causes of
crises and necessary systemic changes.

Moreover noteworthy is that there appears to be a devel-
opment also toward representing and fixing impacts en-
countered in the North, which is, amongst others, driven by a
desire to show the impacts nearby (in the ‘‘Global North,’’ as
recently suggested66). The ‘‘geographic mapping of climate
change’’ seems to be changing for some artists, who use a new
narrative that is also applied in some media in recent years:
‘‘Climate change has arrived’’ here and now in the ‘‘Global
North.’’67 It has become a perceived domestic challenge. This
does not imply that artistic imaginations now need to focus
only on local spaces; rather, any imagination requires an
understanding of the underlying power relations.68

Therefore, on the one hand, artists are aiming at re-
ducing the dispersion of climate causes and effects, the
distance across the globe, time, and across species, trying
to fight the injustice inflicted on vulnerable regions, fu-
ture generations, and other species. On the other hand, it
is not only about reducing distances anymore. Some
artists’ statements underline that climate change is no
longer merely a remote issue (spatially or temporally). It
is no longer ‘‘a catastrophe without event,’’ as it was seen
some years ago (in certain areas).69

In addition, it needs to be stressed that artists are not
only or primarily concerned with climate change and
(in)justice. Artists are also certainly concerned with as-
pects that are tightly connected to the arts: the (aesthetic)
experience provided by the artwork. It is particularly
important to mention this frequently voiced aspect, as an
increasing interest in art’s agency (in research and
practice) has triggered various expectations, such as sit-
uating art as a ‘‘magic bullet’’ for social-ecological
change.70 The present research underlines that a discus-
sion of art in relation to climate change needs to also
emphasize the importance of the (aesthetic) experience
related to the artwork.

CONCLUSION

This research asked: How do artists’ imaginations of
climate change relate to aspects of climate (in)justice?
Based on artists’ talking about their art, it becomes clear
that many artists, directly or more subtly, are concerned
with climate (in)justice in numerous ways: with vulner-
able, remote regions, future generations, and other spe-
cies, but also nearby areas in the present. This research
also underlines the importance of the (aesthetic) experi-
ence of art according to artists.

61Ibid. Gardiner (2016).
62Ibid. Hawkins and Kanngieser (2017).
63Ibid. Neimanis et al. (2015): 67–97.
64Ibid. Gardiner (2016).
65Ibid. Hawkins and Kanngieser (2017).

66Ibid. Holt (2022): 1–17.
67Ibid. Holt (2022): 3.
68Ibid. Doyle (2019).
69Ibid. Schneider (2021).
70David Maggs and John Robinson. Sustainability in an Ima-

ginary World: Art and the Question of Agency. (Routledge, 2020).
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This research applies and reveals insights from the
environmental humanities. It shows that environmental
challenges are tightly connected to social, cultural, and
human aspects by focusing on the role of artists in ad-
dressing climate change, and by showing that artists
connect climate change to various socio-ecological as-
pects. It also underlines the relevance of the field of so-
ciology of the arts as a study of aesthetic practices in
times of loss and global inequalities.71

Moreover, it can include the analysis of aesthetic
practices in processes of hope, possibilities, and learning,
for example, from nature and indigenous people. Further,
the present study adds to the increasing awareness of
climate change as a domestic issue and the need to
consider the roots of socio-ecological crises. These in-
sights may be of interest to artists, cultural institutions,
policymakers, and researchers.

This research, as any research, has limitations and
offers suggestions for future research. First, part of this
study’s selection criteria focused on artists from or re-
siding in central art markets—at the same time regions
with high impact and responsibility for climate change.
Future research could interview artists in other regions to
add to the present insights.

Second, this research focuses on artists’ reflections on
their creative practices, part of which relate to their de-
sired impact. Future research could investigate audi-
ences’ perceptions of this art. Third, other topics that the
artists reflected on deserve further in-depth analyses, for
example their perspective on aesthetics, from sublime to
research to ‘‘slow aesthetics’’ and others, and their col-
laborative practices.

In short, artists have both great potential and respon-
sibility for navigating the complex terrain of imagining
the global, intergenerational, and ecological storms of
climate change, addressing various aspects of climate
(in)justice. Beyond acting as mere communicators with
predefined roles, artists can show, criticize, and question
what is, and they can imagine how we might be, from the
far away to the here and now.
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