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Climate justice, heritage and the arts
Colin Sterling

This chapter asks how climate justice might be pursued and enacted 
through varied forms of critical-creative heritage praxis (see Sterling 
2022). My aim here is to shed light on heritage as a field of experimen-
tation and transformation, prioritising alternative modes of doing and 
thinking heritage that actively seek to challenge the status quo.

In an era of rapid environmental breakdown, many certainties 
about the present and the future are being called into question. While 
heritage practices and processes can take many different forms and 
encompass a wide variety of phenomena and experiences – from 
ancient sites and ‘natural’ landscapes to folk traditions and ephemeral 
memories – the apparatuses and discursive systems that have come to 
characterise heritage are largely founded upon a sense that things from 
the past should be passed on, in some form, in the present, to the future. 
When that future begins to slide from view, or becomes darkened by 
greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity loss, rising seas and ecosystem 
collapse, then processes of stewardship and inheritance associated 
with heritage also begin to seem less secure, less comforting. Rather 
than see this as a cause for concern, I want to suggest that critical and 
creative work in heritage might be usefully aligned with climate justice 
agendas to actively shape a different future, one that breaks from certain 
traditions and habits even as it recognises that ‘we begin where we 
already are, in the world, up to our ears in an inherited culture’ (Caputo 
2018, 37, emphasis in original). What does it mean when this inherited 
culture is profoundly unjust, and when the world we are already in 
sits on the precipice of socioecological ‘tipping points’ that threaten all 
forms of life on Earth? What can be repaired in this conjuncture, and 
what needs abolishing completely?
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My understanding of climate justice builds on a broad range of 
projects, initiatives and organisations addressing this topic globally, 
including the Mary Robinson Foundation, the Climate Justice Alliance 
and the Intersectional Environmentalist movement. While these organi-
sations and collectives draw on a diverse range of tactics to achieve their 
goals, activist work in this area is typically underpinned by a belief in 
the deep entanglement of social and environmental justice. I explore 
the intertwining of these issues further below, but in brief this approach 
recognises that climate change and climate action cannot be separated 
from wider concerns around inequity, exclusion/inclusion, rights and 
identity (see for example Terry 2009; Newell 2022; Mikulewicz et  al. 
2023). While the term ‘environmental justice’ has a longer history 
than ‘climate justice’ – and arguably encompasses a broader range 
of challenges, injustices and struggles (see the 1991 ‘Principles of 
Environmental Justice’ for an early iteration of such themes)1 – I focus on 
the latter in this chapter to highlight the specific ways in which critical 
heritage debates are interwoven with the climate crisis.

In turn, this crisis should be understood as a distinct yet multi-
layered concern, one that is deeply connected to issues of biodiversity 
loss, damaged ecosystems, resource extraction and pollution. Focusing 
on climate justice does not preclude a broader engagement with these 
topics and challenges, but rather highlights the value to be gained by 
framing ‘the climate’ as an urgent terrain of struggle that simultane-
ously reaches far beyond narrow debates regarding carbon levels 
and greenhouse gas emissions. Taken seriously, climate justice would 
entail lasting systemic changes to politics, culture, education, the 
economy and all aspects of contemporary social life, at a global level. 
In the context of heritage, the scale and scope of such transformations 
would lead to whole new paradigms for the climate change era. The 
question then becomes: How might these paradigm shifts contribute to 
meaningful climate action and climate justice? This chapter looks to the 
intersection of social justice, art and heritage practice to explore this 
question, which encompasses issues of representation, recognition and 
redistribution (Fraser 2008).

The argument I build here does not seek to provide a toolkit of 
strategies and approaches for work addressing climate justice and 
heritage. Nor is it chiefly concerned with outlining a history of how 
these fields are intertwined (although this would surely be a worthwhile 
task). What can be noted from the outset, however, is the fact that 
heritage and museums have been drawn into debates around climate 
change and climate action in recent years in a variety of ways, from 
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the increased presence of heritage organisations and initiatives at UN 
conferences to protests targeting historic artworks across European 
museums (see Lafrenz Samuels 2016; Morel and Oud Ammerveld 2021; 
Harrison and Sterling 2023a; Merriman 2024; Janes 2024). These 
agendas and actions have taken place against a broader upsurge in 
climate-related discussions and campaigns globally. While it is difficult 
to identify a particular tipping point for this escalation, 2018 notably 
saw the publication of an incendiary report by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change warning that the world had only 12 years to 
avoid climate catastrophe (Watts 2018), as well as the first protests 
by Greta Thunberg and Extinction Rebellion (in August and October 
respectively).

Already, however, this timeline – which ignores decades of envi-
ronmental campaigns by marginalised communities disproportionately 
impacted by climate change (see Dawson 2024 for an overview of such 
work) – reveals the need for a more complex understanding of climate 
justice to be part of any critical heritage thinking and practice. An Open 
Letter written by the collective Wretched of the Earth to Extinction 
Rebellion in 2019 gives some indication of the severe and long-standing 
injustices at stake here. This letter is worth quoting at length, as it 
immediately highlights the scale and complexity of the climate justice 
movement, which cannot be reduced to simple gestures of recognition 
or representation:

‘The Truth’ of the ecological crisis is that we did not get here by a 
sequence of small missteps, but were thrust here by powerful forces 
that drove the distribution of resources of the entire planet and the 
structure of our societies.
	 The economic structures that dominate us were brought about 
by colonial projects whose sole purpose is the pursuit of domination 
and profit. For centuries, racism, sexism and classism have been 
necessary for this system to be upheld, and have shaped the 
conditions we find ourselves in.
	 …
	 Greta Thunberg calls world leaders to act by reminding them 
that ‘Our house is on fire’. For many of us, the house has been on 
fire for a long time: whenever the tide of ecological violence rises, 
our communities, especially in the Global South are always first hit. 
We are the first to face poor air quality, hunger, public health crises, 
drought, floods and displacement.
	 …
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 The fight for climate justice is the fight of our lives, and 
we need to do it right. We share this reflection from a place 
of love and solidarity, by groups and networks working with 
frontline  communities, united in the spirit of building a climate 
justice movement that does not make the poorest in the rich 
countries pay the price for tackling the climate crisis, and refuses 
to sacrifice the people of the Global South to protect the citizens of 
the Global North. It is crucial that we remain accountable to our 
communities, and all those who don’t have access to the centres 
of power. Without this accountability, the call for climate justice is 
empty. (Wretched of the Earth 2019)

While the heritage field has recently mobilised to address climate change 
in a variety of ways – for example, through the formation of the Climate 
Heritage Network – groups such as Wretched of the Earth centre a 
perspective that is largely missing from mainstream heritage agendas. 
Indeed, it is telling that where the Climate Heritage Network does 
address issues of justice on its website, it largely draws on the language 
and framework of the Sustainable Development Goals to advocate for 
Just Transition strategies that might prioritise more sustainable forms of 
cultural tourism, reskilling and the memorialisation of ‘carbon-heritage’, 
without any consideration of the need for systemic or structural change 
(see Climate Heritage Network 2024).

This chapter argues for a different approach – one that acknowl-
edges the multitemporal, intersectional and speculative scope of climate 
justice and highlights the different ways in which critical-creative 
heritage thinking and practice might contribute to such work (while 
recognising that claims for justice always involve different forms 
of labour, which must also be distributed in a just manner). The 
argument I want to develop here has three main components. First, 
any consideration of climate justice must include past inequities, 
present struggles and future transitions, and critical heritage offers a 
useful lens to understand these temporalities. Second, environmental 
concerns and challenges cannot be isolated from social, cultural and 
political debates. And third, climate justice – like all forms of justice – 
ultimately transcends legal instruments. Crucially, my argument looks 
to recent artistic practice to explore the ways in which critical heritage 
and climate justice might be aligned along these trajectories, opening 
up the possibility for radical, abolitionist change rather than endless 
reform.
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‘The air is heavy with time’: inheriting climate 
(in)justice

In 2022 – the year the workshop on which this book is based took place – 
average global levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere reached 417.06 
parts per million, significantly above the agreed-upon ‘safe’ level of 
atmospheric CO2 and 50 per cent higher than it was before the Industrial 
Revolution (Lindsey 2023). In the same year, global mean temperatures 
reached around 1.15°C above pre-industrial levels. Floods and heatwaves 
devastated Pakistan, and China, Europe and the US all witnessed unprec-
edented high temperatures (Nguyen 2023). Towards the end of the year, 
COP27 was held in Egypt. One of the headline agreements to emerge 
from the conference was the creation of a ‘loss and damage’ fund to 
provide financial assistance to countries most vulnerable to the effects of 
climate change (including sea level rise, wildfires, droughts, heatwaves 
and other climate disasters). While the idea of such a fund had initially 
been proposed in 1991, the COP27 announcement made headlines 
around the world. This is despite the fact that no decisions were made as 
to ‘who should pay into the fund, where this money will come from and 
which countries will benefit’ (UNEP 2022).

Heritage is a key element in the discourse surrounding loss and 
damage. As the Loss and Damage Collaboration (LDC) highlights, 
while damage refers to things that have been ‘affected by the climate 
crisis but can be restored, such as impacts to physical and mental 
health, soils, roads, schools, homes, health centres, and businesses’, 
loss encompasses those things that are ‘lost permanently to the climate 
crisis, such as human and animal lives, species, territories, water 
sources, ecosystems, livelihoods, heritage sites and languages’ (LDC 
n.d.). As this list already implies, certain forms of loss and damage are 
typically seen as non-economic (NELD), in the sense that they cannot 
be measured in purely economic terms. Alongside the loss of human 
lives and damage to mental and physical health, NELD includes ‘loss 
and damage that impact the beliefs and values of people such as their 
cultures, languages, heritages and identities, their sense of place, 
community and social cohesion’ (LDC  n.d.). While the creation of a 
fund for such impacts acknowledges the fact that the communities 
most affected by climate change are often the least able to respond to 
its consequences, issues of responsibility and liability are noticeable 
by their absence in official UN policy briefings. As the LDC notes, ‘the 
fight for Loss and Damage under the UNFCCC is a fight to recognise the 
historical responsibility of countries in the global North to pay their fair 
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share to address the climate crisis that been caused by their historical 
emissions’ (LDC n.d.).

The argument I want to make here is that this dimension of loss and 
damage should also be a concern of heritage scholars and practitioners 
interested in climate justice. Until now, the heritage field has tended to 
focus on programmes to document, collect and monitor ‘at risk’ sites and 
landscapes, or has initiated projects to ‘rediscover or redefine culture, 
and acts of memorial and remembrance’ (LDC n.d.). While such work is 
no doubt important, and in many cases urgent, we must also recognise 
that the problem of climate change is also a problem of both history and – 
crucially – inheritance (see Sterling and Harrison 2023). As Andreas 
Malm has persuasively argued, ‘global warming is the result of actions in 
the past. Every molecule of CO2 above the pre-industrial level resides 
in the atmosphere because humans have burnt trees and other plants 
and, preponderantly, fossil fuels over the course of time’ (2017, 5). He 
continues: ‘the storm of climate change draws its force from countless 
acts of combustion over, to be exact, the past two centuries … indeed, the 
air is heavy with time’ (2017, 5).

This framing radically expands the scope of work at the intersec-
tion of critical heritage and climate justice, bringing in important issues 
of redistribution and recognition. While Malm (in this passage at least) 
does not name the sociopolitical forces behind these ‘historical fires’, 
it hardly needs stating that the climate crisis is to a large extent the 
outcome of specific modes of extraction, appropriation, oppression, 
violence and destruction, often in the name of capitalism and colonialism. 
This conjunction underpins many ongoing anticolonial, decolonial and 
anticapitalist struggles for radical systemic change. In the words of 
philosopher Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò:

If slavery and colonialism built the world and its current basic 
scheme of social injustice, the proper task of social justice is no 
smaller: it is, quite literally, to remake the world. In our era, 
climate justice and reparations are the same project: climate 
crisis arises from the same political history as racial injustice and 
presents a challenge of the same scale and scope. The transforma-
tions we succeed or fail to make in the face of the climate crisis 
will be decisive for the project of racial justice, and vice versa. 
(Táíwò 2022, 147)

In 2023 the LDC launched an Open Call for an artistic research residency 
addressing such questions under the theme ‘Ways of Repair’. The call 
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received over 740 applications, with three projects eventually selected 
by an international jury. Tellingly, each of the winning proposals aims 
to address precisely the intersection I want to highlight here, drawing 
attention to the complexities of heritage and inheritance in the climate 
justice movement. Gabriela de Matos’ project Candomblé terreiros: 
Sacred shields against Salvador’s climate crisis will study how vulnerable 
communities have been affected by the climate crisis and assess the role 
of terreiros (sacred spaces of the Afro-Brazilian Candomblé religion) 
in addressing loss and damage. Nombuso Mathibela and Sibonelo 
Gumede, on the other hand, aim to ‘comprehend the significance of 
loss and damage within the context of an environmentally conscious 
form of music that originates from the roots of trees, barks, and other 
natural elements’ (Ways of Repair 2023). In so doing, their research 
seeks to shed light on the ‘ongoing debasement of the relationship 
between humans and other living organisms constituted by capitalism, 
a financial, cultural, social and spiritual system of Western invention’ 
(Ways of Repair 2023).

Both projects – as well as that developed by Zahra Malkani in 
Pakistan – understand heritage not simply as something to be saved or 
monitored, but as a vital critical-creative tool that might unearth and 
resist decades if not centuries of symbolic and material violence. In this 
context, heritage-oriented artistic research and practice emerges as an 
important method or tactic that might contribute to broader struggles for 
climate justice.

The LDC Ways of Repair initiative explicitly seeks to foreground 
narratives and representations that might influence decision making 
around loss and damage beyond technical and scientific solutions. By 
centring those communities who, in the words of Wretched of the Earth, 
are always ‘first hit’ by pollution, hunger, droughts, floods and displace-
ment, this approach offers a small glimpse of the different ways in 
which marginalised peoples continue to resist further systemic violence 
and oppression. Often this work draws on traditions and lifeways 
that may be coded as heritage within international policy discourse, 
subtly subverting familiar heritage paradigms to aid redistribution and 
representation. Thus, heritage practices and processes are mobilised 
to address inherited climate injustices, weaving together sometimes 
contradictory ideas of healing, repair and unlearning/relearning to 
shape new modes of being in and with the world.
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Beyond repair: rethinking terrains of struggle

Culture … is a legitimate, even necessary, terrain of struggle, a site 
of injustice in its own right and deeply imbricated with economic 
inequality. Properly conceived, struggles for recognition can aid 
the redistribution of power and wealth and can promote interaction 
and cooperation across gulfs of difference. (Fraser 2000, 109)

While heritage may be mobilised to support climate justice, certain 
structures, institutions and spaces associated with heritage can also be 
seen as impediments to such agendas. Since the early 2000s a growing 
number of protests have addressed the museum as a distinct terrain of 
struggle in broader campaigns for social justice (see Janes and Sandell 
2019; Grindon 2023; Raicovich 2021). These protests have focused on a 
wide range of issues, from the underrepresentation of women and people 
of colour in collections and displays to corporate funding and calls for 
the restitution of objects. Gavin Grindon’s useful list of funding-related 
victories highlights the fact that fossil fuel sponsorship has been a central 
target of such movements over the past decade (Grindon 2023, 21). 
Indeed, from 2016 to 2023, museums and galleries across Europe and 
the US cut ties with Shell, BP, Aramco and other fossil fuel companies as 
part of a broader turn towards ‘museum-like forms – galleries, archives, 
libraries, fixed displays … as part of the frontline infrastructure of direct-
action mobilizations’ (Grindon 2023, 22).

Grindon identifies three ways in which recent movements for ‘insti-
tutional liberation’ differ from more familiar calls for museum reform 
(see also MTL Collective 2018). First, cultural institutions are seen not as 
a sideshow or after-effect of injustice elsewhere, but as fully enmeshed 
with the violence enacted by corporate institutions, including fossil fuels, 
arms and pharmaceutical companies. Second, recent campaigns and 
protests have not relied solely on art or museum world networks, but have 
emerged through broader social movements related to counterpower and 
labour. Third, groups such as Liberate Tate responded to and built upon 
‘the porousness of museums and galleries’, instituting themselves ‘wholly 
within the language and symbolism of fine art and museum practices, 
rather than presenting as activists, protestors, or outsiders’ (Grindon 2023, 
34–5). These three shifts highlight the intersectional and extra-institutional 
scope of climate justice work in the museums and heritage field.

The project of institutional liberation offers a useful framework 
for imagining heritage otherwise in the context of the climate crisis. 
More than simply a critique of institutional structures and processes, 
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institutional liberation ‘affirms the productive and creative dimension of 
collective struggle’ (Not an Alternative, quoted in MTL Collective 2018, 
206). Acknowledging legacies of national liberation, women’s liberation 
and black liberation (see Crass 2013), such a project would account for 
modes of redistribution that actively unsettle normative understandings 
of futurity, dismantling historic and ongoing technologies of violence 
to resist overlapping forms of capture, appropriation and annihilation. 
Heritage sites – and especially museums – have long been associated 
with such processes, especially when in the service of colonialism and 
nationalism (see Hicks 2020; Harrison and Sterling 2023b). Liberating 
such institutions may therefore be seen as an emancipatory project 
of redistribution: a way of reimagining and restructuring centres of 
symbolic production that have a real, material impact on the world.

Let me give an example. For 10 weeks in 2021, Strike MoMA – an 
initiative led by the Strike MoMA Working Group of the International 
Imagination of Anti-national Anti-imperialist Feelings (IIAAF)  – 
organised a series of actions to highlight the deep entanglements 
between the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York and structures 
of oppression that reach far beyond issues of representation or funding 
(the usual purview of museological activism). Although focused on the 
transnational impact of the various corporations owned and financed 
by members of MoMA’s board, the action made clear that the removal of 
such individuals would not satisfy their wide-ranging demands. Across 
various proposals, statements, frameworks and calls to action assembled 
in the Strike MoMA Reader, published at the end of the 10 weeks, we find 
a common refrain, perhaps best captured in the ‘Fuck MoMA’ pamphlet 
issued by Decolonize This Place:

Board members are not the problem. They only make the problem 
visible. MoMA in its entirety is the problem. Perhaps it’s time to 
abolish MoMA … MoMA was founded with the oil wealth of the 
Rockefellers. Since then, the museum has been a clearing house for 
capital, a showcase for domination, and an ecocidal machine … If 
left unchallenged, MoMA will continue to pose a danger to humanity 
and the planet at large. (Strike MoMA Working Group 2022, 18)

From this position, reform – the typical response of heritage and museum 
institutions when faced with such critiques – must be seen as more than 
simply counterproductive. Indeed, reform in this context would be 
nothing less than a counterinsurgency tactic; a way of short-circuiting 
and undermining the explicitly abolitionist stance taken by the protesters. 
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This approach is encapsulated in an email sent by MoMA director Glenn 
Lowry during the protests, which argued in no uncertain terms that the 
museum must endure to ‘serve future generations’ and build ‘an even 
better institution’ (Strike MoMA Working Group 2022, 62).

Under such circumstances the pursuit of justice may be claimed by 
both sides, to very different ends. For Lowry, a reformed MoMA would 
be a pillar of support for different communities pursuing social justice. 
For Strike MoMA, on the other hand, the museum would always remain 
a ‘monument’ to ‘stolen land, stolen people, stolen labor, stolen wealth, 
stolen worlds, stolen horizons’ (Strike MoMA Working Group 2022, 23). 
In this context, striking the museum becomes an act of socioecological 
justice and repair through abolition. As the IIAAF’s Framework and 
Terms for Struggle ask: ‘Why strike MoMA? So that something else 
can emerge … Whatever comes after MoMA, it must preserve and 
enhance the jobs of museum workers, and enact reparative measures for 
communities harmed by the museum over time’ (Strike MoMA Working 
Group 2022, 28). To this end, envisioning a ‘Post-MoMA future’ formed 
a crucial component of the 10 weeks of action, as outlined by environ-
mental humanities scholar and activist Ashley Dawson: ‘Strike MoMA 
opens a space where institutions truly dedicated to the common good 
may develop, places that reject the toxic ties between extractivism and 
the climate crisis that undergird so many museums today, and instead 
foster infrastructures of repair, care and mutual aid’ (Dawson 2021, 28).

A cluster of ideas and propositions focused on questions of 
damage, healing and creative liberation thus indexes the work of Strike 
MoMA and its relationship to heritage and justice. First and perhaps 
most prominent is the target of the protesters’ action: the destruction 
wrought by MoMA’s board, representing ‘the dominant global economic 
order that runs on climate-destroying fossil fuels’ (Demos 2023, 202). 
Centring such violence within its analysis and call to action, Strike 
MoMA asserts that the very ‘structural composition’ of the museum 
is part of an ‘all-encompassing system of plutocratic inequality, racist 
violence, and lawless corporatism’ (Demos 2023, 203). This conviction 
underlines the IIAAF’s second main argument, namely that the museum 
must be ‘de-exceptionalised’ to highlight and ultimately collapse ‘the 
walls that artificially separate the museum from the world’ (Strike 
MoMA Working Group 2022, 32). This perspective aims to do more 
than simply register the lack of neutrality at MoMA (or indeed any 
museum), framing the institution as an ‘expanded ideological battlefield 
through which those who fund apartheid and profit from war polish their 
reputations and normalize their violence’ (Strike MoMA Working Group 
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2022, 81). As noted above, MoMA may then be posited as a ‘monument’ 
to such destruction, but crucially one that is already ‘crumbling at its 
foundations’ (Strike MoMA Working Group 2022, 8). This third critical 
premise underpinned Strike MoMA’s ‘Ruins of Modernity Tours’, which 
took in a number of sites across midtown Manhattan to demonstrate 
that the museum’s (and the city’s) claims to ‘enlightenment and progress 
have always been in ruins’ (Strike MoMA Working Group 2022, 52; these 
sites included the Columbus Monument, the headquarters of BlackRock 
and the Rockefeller Center). At its core, then, MoMA is seen as broken at 
the root, even as it contains artworks that document and convey other 
ways of being in the world. This realisation is a reminder that ‘inside the 
museum are the relics of our comrades in radical thought who envisioned 
worlds no one else could imagine until they were conveyed through 
form’ (Strike MoMA Working Group 2022, 44).

In his essay for the Strike MoMA Reader, anthropologist Abou 
Farman argues that all these actions – and all the layers of analysis they 
emerge from and feed back into – are about evading and dismantling 
the walls, borders and barricades that have been erected to ensure ‘the 
security of the state’ and its institutions. Removing these walls may 
then be seen as a praxis of repair that actively seeks to make ‘other 
worlds – plural, many, multiple, non-standard worlds – without those 
borders’ (Farman 2021, 110). This approach issues a call for dismantling 
as a generative act; a way of building together that acknowledges 
already existing possibilities for living otherwise. These latent worlds 
may be understood as in need of remaking and rebuilding precisely 
because they have been marginalised, captured, suppressed and expro-
priated by destructive forces unfolding over broad temporal and spatial 
horizons. For museums, such a project could extend beyond decolo-
nisation or restitution to inaugurate wholly new forms of worlding 
or worldmaking, but this can only occur if the possibility of abolition 
remains present, rather than subsuming social or climate justice within 
logics of reformation or redemption.

Ghosts of the not yet born

Two quotes animate the final point I want to make in this chapter. 
They come from two quite different sources: one a journalistic account 
of the potential ravages of climate change, the other a philosophical 
engagement with legal institutions and systems. I enlist the quotes here 
to highlight the enormous challenge of imagining heritage futurity 
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otherwise in the face of climate breakdown. I then draw the threads of 
the chapter together around a final case study: a performative artwork 
that engages directly with the multitemporal challenges of climate 
justice. First, however, the two passages:

The ecological dramas we have unleashed through our land use 
and by burning fossil fuels – slowly for about a century and very 
rapidly for only a few decades – will play out over many millennia, 
in fact over a longer span of time than humans have ever been 
around, performed in part by creatures and in environments we 
do not yet even know, ushered onto the world stage by the force of 
warming. (Wallace-Wells 2019, 13)

No justice … seems possible or thinkable without the principle of 
some responsibility, beyond all living present, within that which 
disjoins the living present, before the ghosts of those who are not 
yet born or who are already dead, be they victims of violence, 
nationalist, racist, colonialist, sexist, or other kinds of extermina-
tions, victims of capitalist imperialism or any of the forms of totali-
tarianism. (Derrida, quoted in Demos 2013, 161)

There is a considerable distance between Derrida’s work on justice and 
Wallace-Wells’ writing on the climate crisis, and yet, read together, 
these quotes underline the need to embrace speculative – or perhaps 
spectral – modes of thinking and practice in any climate justice work. 
As I noted at the start of this chapter, heritage processes and practices 
are always oriented towards the future, even as they ostensibly seek to 
bridge connections between past and present (see Harrison et al. 2020). 
In many ways, Derrida’s articulation of justice seems to occupy a similar 
temporal space, being responsible both to the past and to the future, even 
as it is grounded in the ‘living present’. Crucially, however, justice for 
Derrida lacks the (apparent) solidity of heritage, which he would surely 
see as deconstructible. In contrast, Derrida routinely spoke of justice as 
‘the ghost of something undeconstructible’ (Caputo 2018, 194). Justice 
in this sense ‘does not exist’; it is ‘always coming, always promised, but 
it never quite arrives’ (Caputo 2018, 194). What does it mean, then, 
that we now see the injustice of what is coming in the ecological future 
with increasing – and increasingly terrifying – clarity? And, furthermore, 
how can we relate this spectre of a coming injustice to the enormous 
violence already enacted against human and non-human worlds over 
generations? In other words, how can we even begin to imagine a ‘just’ 
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future for the ghosts of the not yet born when the ghosts of the past weigh 
so heavy on our collective imagination?

The ‘Court for Intergenerational Climate Crimes’ (CICC) – a 
long-term collaboration between artist Jonas Staal and lawyer, activist 
and writer Radha D’Souza – goes some way to answering these questions. 
Inaugurated in 2021 in Amsterdam at the project space Framer Framed, 
the Court (or some iteration of it) has subsequently been staged in 
various sites around the world, including a disused oil park in Seoul and 
at the national parliament of Finland as part of the Helsinki Festival. In 
its original manifestation, the CICC consisted of a large-scale installation 
and series of tribunals brought against various companies and institu-
tions, including Unilever, ING, Airbus and the Dutch State. Prosecutors 
and witnesses presented evidence of the climate crimes committed by 
these bodies, acting independently and sometimes together. Placed 
in the role of jury, the audience was asked both to reflect on the 
evidence brought before the tribunals and to speak on behalf of species 
made  extinct as a result of colonialist and capitalist systems. These 
species were represented in the court in the form of painted placards, 
each bearing the word ‘comrade’ in a different language.

This durational, performative tribunal drew inspiration from 
D’Souza’s book What’s Wrong with Rights? (2018), which offers a critical 
analysis of varied neoliberal legal frameworks and institutions. In place 
of traditional legal mechanisms, the CICC advocates for a vision ‘not 
of law, but of justice, in which humans, animals and plants gather as 
comrades to regenerate the world anew’ (Framer Framed 2021). At the 
heart of this shift lies the Intergenerational Climate Crimes Act, ‘a new 
legal imaginary that centres on intergenerationality, interdependency 
and regeneration across the human and non-human world’ (Framer 
Framed 2021). It is worth quoting the proposed Act to understand the 
discourse and imaginary at work here:

An Act to abolish intergenerational climate crimes, to establish 
intergenerational relationships of solidarity and comradeship 
among human, and human and non-human species, establish the 
Court for Intergenerational Climate Crimes, and propose measures 
to remedy the abuse of intergenerational and inter-species relation-
ships in the past by certain persons.
	 Be it enacted by the assembly of all those present, in the name 
of the human and non-human ancestors, Mother Earth and the 
cosmos, and by the authority of those present in this assembly in 
their capacities as the ancestors of future generations …
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The CICC may seem distant from the familiar concerns of heritage theory 
and practice, and yet the questions raised by this project – and the critical 
framework it puts forward – engage both explicitly and implicitly with 
ideas that have long been central to the heritage field, not least intergen-
erational inheritance, stewardship, responsibility and care. The Court 
and its associated Act prefigure alternative ways of negotiating and trans-
forming more-than-human relationalities, in the process confronting the 
profound injustices of capitalist modernity in unexpected and radically 
subversive ways. It is my contention that heritage must embrace such 
speculative forms of being in and with the world in pursuit of climate 
justice. If done well, this work would not undermine the urgencies of the 
present, but rather sharpen our view of injustice by showing precisely 
how things could and should be different.

The entanglement of climate justice and heritage reaches far beyond 
questions of historical responsibility, the loss of sites and traditions or the 
sponsorship of cultural institutions by fossil fuel companies. If we expand 
the scope of heritage to encompass varied processes of inheritance across 
human and more-than-human worlds, we begin to see how calls for 
justice might take on a very different charge. Justice in the framework of 
the CICC is not something that can be easily defined or litigated. It is more 
akin to the worldmaking project outlined by Táíwò, which acknowledges 
both that ‘we live through the slowly unfolding results of decisions made 
generations ago’ (2022, 23) and that new forms of constructive politics 
are required to ‘transition from our deeply unequal and unethical status 
quo to the creation of a just world’ (Táíwò 2022, 137). Heritage – which 
ultimately deals with how things are transmitted from the past, to the 
future, in the present – is intrinsically oriented towards such multitem-
poral concerns. At the same time, many of the frameworks we have 
come to understand as heritage are also outcomes of decisions made 
generations ago, which is to say that they are structures inherited from 
the past that do not have to determine the future. All too often, however, 
these frameworks and practices do uphold an unequal and unethical 
status quo.

Here I would like to suggest that heritage theorists and practi-
tioners look to the prefigurative work currently unfolding across the 
art world to understand the urgency of shaping new imaginaries to 
inherit otherwise. As Natalie Loveless argues, ‘“How might the world 
be organized differently?” is a question that matters urgently, and it is 
a question that art – particularly art attuned to human and more-than-
human social justice – asks in generative and complex ways’ (2019, 
16). If we understand heritage as a space where the ethics and politics 
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of inheritance and transmission are constantly worked through and 
fought over, then we begin to recognise that there is nothing inherently 
conservative or traditional about heritage (see Sterling 2023). As the 
projects I have highlighted in this chapter show, new heritage paradigms 
oriented towards climate justice might emerge from marginalised 
traditions and histories, from the abolition of oppressive structures, and 
from speculative imaginaries that radically subvert expectations about 
inheritance and stewardship. In the words of D’Souza:

We can and must continue to take inspiration from our histories, 
study closely why and how revolutionary change occurs, continue 
to expand our knowledge of the world, how it works, how it exploits 
and oppresses, and continue to reimagine a different kind of world, 
continue to dream of freedom and prepare to seize the moment 
when it comes … By helping people to reimagine a different kind of 
world, we are preparing for that moment, so that we can seize it as 
others have done in the past. (D’Souza and Staal 2021, 42)

Note

1	  https://ejnet.org/ej/principles (accessed 14 October 2025).
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