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The recent Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
describes the evidence for human-induced climate change as 
‘unequivocal.’1 The effects will be far reaching. The report 
warns that climate change will result in: danger to up to 118 
million people losing their communities to the sea; famine due 
to the damage of crops through aridity, flood, altered growth 
cycles and pests; a large increase in the range of diseases, 
such as malaria; ecosystem changes, in particular a growth of 
deserts and a reduction of forests. 

The socio-political consequences are truly staggering and will 
likely include: more crowded living places; more coexistence of 
cultures and languages within habitable areas; a more nomadic 
lifestyle for many of us; more competition for food and goods;  
a greater gap between rich and poor; a shorter life expectancy; 
and a shift of public resources away from inessentials. In turn 
we can expect fundamental conflicts between those who 
respond with decadence and those with authoritarian moral 
stances, and a greatly increased threat of nuclear war and 
terrorism.

Many of us fail or refuse to see that climate change isn’t just 
about the weather or polar bears. It is about every aspect of 
how we will live in the future, including how we relate to each 
other. This failure was summed up for me when I read 
Alexander Chancellor’s remarks on Al Gore receiving the 2007 
Nobel Peace Prize. He wrote, ‘The Nobel committee works in 
mysterious ways, and I am not quite sure why campaigning 
against global warming merits a peace prize.’2

The role of cultural education
The skills of critical thinking, empathy, imaginative problem-
solving and resourceful making will be essential in helping 
humanity rise to the many challenges climate change presents. 
These are the very skills that can be fostered by cultural 
education. My term ‘cultural education’ covers all the ways in 
which cultural collections (including libraries, archives, science 
museums as well as natural and cultural heritage sites) and 
artworks of all forms can be interpreted or harnessed to inspire 
learning and new ideas. It is a more comprehensive term than 
‘museum and gallery education’. My perspective here is broad 
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but I am convinced that some of the best practice in developing 
these essential skills lies in the participatory contemporary 
visual arts, which we may also call ‘engaged gallery education’. 
I believe that this model of practice can spread across the 
whole cultural sector, as evidenced by the artist-led British 
Library Learning programme3 I established in 2002-2006. 

Scientists have been warning us about global warming for 20 
years. In fact, the science that informs the UK’s climate policies 
is claimed to date from 1992.4 However, during this time 
climate change has not been integrated into cultural planning, 
except to an extent in terms of sustainable operations and 
buildings. This is not because of an unwillingness to deal with 
the issue but because we are not in the habit of seeing its 
magnitude and its relevance to human relations in the future. 
Yet cultural engagement will be critical in motivating us to adapt 
to the changes that face us.

This is not just about educating people to reduce their carbon 
footprint (although that is important). It is also about preparing 
for a future that will be radically different from the one we may 
have imagined, and the one we can bear to face. Cultural 
education, in particular the kinds of engaged practice that 
gallery education offers, can help us all to envision and design  
a future in which we can thrive.

Our painfully slow progress in engaging with the issue is partly 
down to a contradiction that sits at its core. On the one hand, 
we are told we must reduce carbon emissions to ameliorate the 
effects of climate change. On the other hand, we are told that 
the ‘tipping point’ of polar melting may have passed two years 
ago, and we must prepare for an unavoidable future where the 
effects of climate change will have drastic consequences for 
billions of people. This second statement is the dark secret that 
dare not speak its name. We can just about consider the first 
because it calls for optimism. The second fills us with fear. In 
our profession we have to acknowledge and communicate this 
difficult future, even through dystopian visions, in order to help 
people imagine and design solutions. We are perhaps one of 

the few groups who can do this in a way that can make sense 
of the contradiction. Certainly it is a challenge we would be 
negligent to turn away from. 

What work is being done?
Since late 2005 we have been hearing a lot more about the 
effects of climate change. I wanted to find out if cultural 
organisations were now integrating a broader awareness of this 
future into their planning, including audience and education 
programmes. Between January and September 2007 I put out 
three calls for information about relevant initiatives on the Group 
for Education in Museums e-list (GEM), engage’s e-forum 
(www.engage.org/forum) and the Facebook group ‘Learning in 
Museums and Galleries’. Although each group contains several 
hundred members, I received just six replies of which only one 
could be classed squarely in the realm of cultural education. 
This one was the following project: The Royal Geographical 
Society is using its expertise and collections to engage public 
and schools about polar science and climate change. Funded 
by the DEFRA Climate Challenge, they produced the website 
Your Climate Your Life5, a touring exhibition and creative writing 
workshops with schools. 

To find other relevant initiatives I had to go searching. The projects  
I found all sat within a spectrum, which has ‘art’ at one extreme 
and ‘education’ at the other. Towards the ‘art’ end of the 
spectrum, contemporary arts practice deals with the issue in 
diffuse, personal or philosophical ways. Indeed, it’s obvious there 
is a definite resistance to the use of art to service public information 
campaigns. At the other end of the spectrum, projects hosted  
by educational bodies, such as science museums, tend to 
emphasise the transfer of knowledge, educating us about the 
science of climate change. (This is not to suggest that these 
informative projects lack creativity – often they are very novel  
in their means of engagement.) Both academic scientists and 
science communicators worry that art can be ‘too romantic’  
and indirect to be effective in communicating urgent issues.6

Wherever a project sits in this spectrum the emphasis tends  
to be on encouraging personal action to reduce our carbon 
footprints. One advantage of this is that it makes people less 
anxious. For example, there is evidence to show that children 
are happiest when they act as eco-champions, supporting the 
DCSF’s Sustainable Schools agenda.7 However, many projects 
I found were much quieter in relation to politicising us to 
demand an end to deforestation or increased investment in 
green energy technologies for instance, or introducing stickier 
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topics such as controlling population growth. I believe cultural 
education must embrace these bigger political issues. 
Entreating people to switch to energy efficient light-bulbs might 
make them feel better in the short run but it will be cold comfort 
if the necessary political actions are not taken. As cultural 
educators we have a duty to help people explore political 
options and demand action from those in power.

Whilst projects that focus on personal action are vitally 
important, I want to highlight examples of work that begin  
to bring art, science and education into the same space to 
stimulate different forms of creative enquiry and to embrace  
a wider view of this complex issue. 

1 The RSA’s Art & Ecology Initiative is developing as a very 
strong platform and network for public engagements, 
commissions and exploratory projects, bringing art to 
environmental science and politics. The project leader Michaela 
Crimmin has a legacy of innovative work in arts education, so 
there is potential for the Arts and Ecology work to feed into work 
into schools and community learning.8

2 Platform ‘works across disciplines for social and ecological 
justice. It combines the transformatory power of art with the 
tangible goals of campaigning, the rigour of in-depth research 
with the vision to promote alternative futures’. An example of 
their arts work is ‘And While London Burns’, an opera that can 
be downloaded to an MP3 player for an ‘audiowalk’ through the 
City of London, provoking thoughts about oil and capitalism. 
Their education programmes are aimed primarily at adults but 
are a good example of non-didactic ‘engaged pedagogy’.9

3 Ideas that Can Change the World is a passionate new 
project, initiated by the Helen Storey Foundation and facilitated by 
Creative Partnerships, amongst other partners. It enables young 
people with extraordinarily innovative ideas to be partnered with 
professional scientists and designers, to bring their ideas to 
fruition. Inventions include biodegradable water bottles.10

4 The Arts Catalyst enables connections between artists and 
scientists in strategic projects and commissions. Education has 
always been a key part of their work, and their legacy of 
environmental arts projects provides a strong base from which  
to be a leading agency in the future.11

5 Cape Farewell brings artists, scientists and educators 
together “to collectively address and raise awareness about 
climate change and global warming”. Their focus on polar 

expeditions, which include artists and young people, is very 
effective at bringing home the dramatic changes in our climate. 
Now in residence at the South Bank Centre, they are set to grow 
in profile and activity.12

6 Adventure Ecology is a dynamic charity established by David 
de Rothschild. Field research is cast as adventure to engage 
young people. Contemporary artists are fully involved in global 
expeditions, as well as the exhibitions and workshops run from 
their London base.13

7 The Eden Centre in Cornwall, ‘the living theatre of plants and 
people’ is very well known. Their artistic director, Sue Hill, involves 
contemporary artists in making work for the site, in delivering 
audience programmes and in contributing to the vision of Eden. 
At the time of writing, their planned expansion with a building 
called The Edge, is up for public vote against three other 
environmental projects to receive Lottery money.14

8 The Science of Survival is an exhibition and engagement 
programme from the National Museum of Science and Industry. 
It will open in April 2008 in London and tour internationally. It 
pictures how we will live in 2050 and challenges visitors to invent 
solutions to problems caused by climate change, such as a lack 
of water. The Science of… team consult with contemporary 
artists, designers and performers to develop their exhibitions.15

Despite the urgency surrounding the issue of climate change, 
and a number of good projects, I still believe that there is a lack  
of cultural education overtly and coherently responding to the 
crisis. One reason for this lack may be funding. The priorities of 
the DCMS and Arts Council force the arts to demonstrate their 
impact on social exclusion. Also, the majority of private 
philanthropy is dedicated to medical research, and funding for 
‘sci-arts’ is generally focused on biomedical science.

Good arts education inherently encourages flexibility, critical 
thinking, innovation, and appreciation of the environment and of 
diverse cultures – all key skills that have crucial relevance in the 
context of a climate change future. Perhaps one reason for a lack 
of response to my call for information from the art museum and 
gallery education sector is that it has not fully articulated the 
important contribution it could make in this context. In order to 
hone our efforts for greater effect, I suggest some of the key 
areas we could tackle.

I feel the most urgent priorities are for cultural educators to use all 
the imaginative means and cultural knowledge at their disposal to:



Cultural educational projects can help people to…

Danger to up to 118 million people 
losing their communities to the sea

•  Explore the experience of people in places such as Bangladesh or New Orleans, 
to understand the impact of severe flooding.

•  Record and interpret the threatened heritage of coastal and flood-plain landscapes  
and peoples.

•  Help these communities face the threat to their homes and livelihoods.
•  Contribute to imaginative coastal defense and coastal living schemes.

Risk of famine due to the threatening 
of crops through aridity, flood, altered 
growth cycles and pests

•  Learn about resilient and sustainable crops.
•  Contribute to seed and plant heritage projects.
•  Develop the skills and capacities in communities to grow their own food in gardens  

and allotments. 
•  Reduce food waste.

A large increase in the range of 
diseases such as malaria

•  Explore the experiences of people where such diseases are more common and threatening.
•  Design creative ways of resisting insect-borne diseases.

Ecosystem changes, in particular a 
growth of deserts and a reduction of 
forests. 

•  Understand interdependencies within ecosystems.
•  Learn about the fragility of ecosystems by exploring how they have changed in the past. 
•  Learn about the experience of people living in or escaping from deserts, especially recent 

deserts such as in China.
•  Raise awareness of the vital contribution of forests in ‘sinking’ carbon.
•  Take part in schemes to reduce the destruction of forests and plant new ones. 

More crowded living spaces •  Encourage debate about population growth.
•  Design new solutions for living more densely in cities.
•  Explore ways of sharing rather than defending private and ‘tribal’ space.

More coexistence of cultures and 
languages in habitable areas

• Learn about and invent ways that diverse cultures live harmoniously together.

A more nomadic lifestyle for many of us •  Develop aptitudes of flexibility, tolerance of others and practical living skills.

More competition for food and goods •  Develop ‘positive deviancy’, or ‘imaginative resourcefulness’ – to thrive with less.

A greater gap between rich and poor •  Explore alternative economic systems.
•  Explore ways of narrowing the gap by questioning materialism.

A shorter life expectancy •  Understand, and take responsibility for personal health. 

A shift of public resources away from 
inessentials

•  Find ways to help people make their own culture and enjoyment. 
•  Explore ways that public resources can be used more efficiently. 

Fundamental conflicts between 
those who respond with decadence 
and those with authoritarian moral 
stances

•  Work to help people avoid fixing into extreme positions of either indulgence or repression  
of liberal values.

A greatly increased threat of war and 
terrorism.

•  Explore the experiences and outcomes of nuclear and terrorist attacks. 
•  Support initiatives to promote international peace.
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s•  communicate the likely impacts of climate change and 
prepare us for them

•  politicise us to campaign for better energy policies and global 
action

As well as continuing to support people to reduce their own 
carbon emissions.

If we return to the effects of climate change as outlined by the 
IPCC, we can begin to see a springboard for cultural education 
projects that will help us prepare for and adapt to the future we 
face. The list below suggests some areas that could be 
addressed. 

What next? 
I believe that there needs to be more collaboration between 
disciplines in schools and academia, to ‘mainstream’ a new 
integrated approach to learning which enables a focus on how 
our world (and we) will change. We must challenge tendencies 
that narrow the definitions of art, and thereby reduce its value.  
Art can have many functions. It needs to be woven into our 
everyday practices and institutions. It needs to help us be more 
political, to be better communicators and researchers and more 
creative designers. I also believe that arts practice needs to move 
closer to science. We should generate more collaborative acts  
of creative research, and more dialogue between galleries and 
science museums. In order to achieve all of the above, the 
Government, other funders and the environmental councils must 
support and encourage cultural and educational organisations to 
collaborate to develop major shifts in their programmes in order 
to embrace a future of climate change. 

Notes

1 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change http://www.ipcc.ch/index.htm

2 Chancellor, Alexander. The Guardian. 12 Oct 2007 http://www.guardian.co.uk/
commentisfree/story/0,,2189546,00.html 

3 British Library Learning http://www.bl.uk/learning/tarea/our/approachhome.html 

4 Monbiot, George. The Guardian. 4 Dec 2007 http://www.guardian.co.uk/
Columnists/Column/0,,2221497,00.html 

5 ‘Your Climate Your Life’ website. Royal Geographical Society. http://www.
yourclimateyourlife.org.uk/ 

6 Crimmin, Michaela, Arts and Ecology Blog, quoting Bravo, Dr Michael, Scott 
Polar Research Group, speaking at an event at the British Library. http://mtblog.
typepad.com/arts_ecology/2007/11/climate-change-.html 

7 The DCSF Sustainable Schools agenda includes enabling teachers to include 
climate change in the National Curriculum, especially in Geography, but also in 
Science and Citizenship. http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/sustainableschools/
support/support.cfm?id=54 

8 The Royal Society for the Arts http://www.thersa.org/arts/

9 Platform for London http://www.platformlondon.org/ and http://www.
andwhilelondonburns.com/

10 Ideas That Can Change the World http://www.ideasthatcan.com

11 The Arts Catalyst http://www.artscatalyst.org/

12 Cape Farewell http://www.capefarewell.com/

13 Adventure Ecology http://www.adventureecology.com/index.php

14 The Eden Project http://www.edenproject.com/

15 The Science of Survival http://www.scienceof.com/?lid=283 


