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ABSTRACT A trend has recently emerged among climate activists of attacking artworks as a
means of registering protest. I analyse this mode of protest, which I term political iconoclasm,
and offer a novel partial defence of political iconoclasm as a protest strategy for environmental
activists. I focus on Just Stop Oil’s artack on van Gogh’s Sunflowers. I argue that climate
activists’ art-attacking protests differ significantly from other recent art-attacking protests: climate
protestors generally target non-commemorative, morally innocent artworks, and usually do not
seek to destroy the artworks they attack. I argue that iconoclastic protests have been unusually
good at capturing attention. Moreover, iconoclasm can enable protestors to communicate with
their audience in an unusually direct and compelling way. I address some worries about political
iconoclasm, and evaluate it against two theories of permissible protest: one on which disobedience
must be civil, and another on which disobedience must meet standards of proportionality and
necessity, adapted from the ethics of self-defence and war. I argue thar iconoclasm may be
permissible on either theory. Iconoclasm is most likely to be permissible when used sparingly, when
the artwork attacked has relevant representational content, and when the iconoclastic act
transforms the artwork nto a protest symbol.

1. Introduction

On 14th October 2022, two British climate activists hurled a can of Heinz tomato soup at
van Gogh’s Sunflowers. Two weeks later, Italian climate activists threw pea soup over van
Gogh’s Sower at Sunser. Shortly thereafter, Austrian climate activists splashed black paint
over Klimt’s Life and Death. A trend of attacking artworks swiftly took hold among climate
protestors. A year after the Sunflowers attack, Just Stop Oil activists smashed the glass
protecting Velazquez’s Rokeby Venus — a painting which has seen more than its fair share
of iconoclastic protest. More than a century earlier, Suffragette Mary Richardson took a
meat cleaver to the Venus, slicing it seven times. Political iconoclasm has been around
for a long time — and it’s not going anywhere.

In this article, I explore attacks on artworks as a mode of climate protest. I focus primar-
ily on the soup-throwing attack on van Gogh’s Sunflowers. I argue that the Sunflowers
attack was justified, and provide a partial defence of iconoclasm as a political protest strat-
egy for environmental activists.

The term ‘iconoclasm’ comes from the Greek eikon (‘image’) and kl4o (‘to break’). I
use the term ‘political iconoclasm’ to refer to the destruction, damaging, and defacement
of artworks as a means of registering political protest. In my usage, the term ‘iconoclasm’
picks out a wider range of aesthetic interventions compared to its more traditional usage,
in which it refers specifically to destruction of images. In this context, I favour the expansion
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because many recent art-attacking protestors inflicted no lasting damage, but nonetheless
relied for the success of their strategy on appearing to damage artwork (as I later explore).!

During the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests, activists around the world graffitied and
toppled public statues commemorating Confederates, colonialists, and slave-owners.
This spurred philosophical interest in attacks on artworks commemorating morally con-
tentious figures.?> Comparatively little philosophical attention has been paid to the icono-
clastic protests associated with climate activism groups like Just Stop Oil. Their protests
differ in important ways from many of the iconoclastic protests that preceded them: they
predominantly target non-commemorative artworks, and rarely consider the artworks
they target to be morally objectionable.>

This new wave of iconoclastic protest deserves philosophical attention for several rea-
sons. Iconoclastic climate protests have been much discussed (and widely condemned)
in popular media.* They extend a rich history of iconoclastic attacks on morally innocent
artworks, notably including the Suffragettes’ months-long campaign targeting artworks in
public galleries.’ They keep happening: by February 2024, climate protestors had staged
38 art-attacking protests in museums.® Finally, political iconoclasm is spreading beyond
the climate movement, gaining popularity among activists espousing diverse political
causes.” It is therefore worth investigating whether (or when) the iconoclastic attacks
recently undertaken by climate protestors might be morally permissible, or even politically
desirable.

In Sections 2 and 3, I explore why artworks stand out to protestors as valuable targets.
Political iconoclasm has several distinctive features that make it an unusually promising
protest strategy. Iconoclasm grabs attention; it is highly disruptive and goes straight to
the headlines. Iconoclasm also permits unusually direct visual communication; by
attacking the right artworks in the right ways, protestors create powerful symbols of injus-
tice, promoting vivid imaginative engagement with their cause. In Section 4, I address the
distinctive risks and controversies of iconoclasm, and consider how they could be miti-
gated. In Sections 5 and 6, I evaluate iconoclasm against two background theories of per-
missible protest — one on which disobedience must be civil, and one on which
disobedience must meet standards of proportionality and necessity, adapted from
self-defence and war. I argue that iconoclasm can be permissible under either theory. I
conclude that iconoclasm is, in some contexts, a promising but under-theorised political
protest strategy, whose merits have been overlooked.

2. Attention

Protestors face a dilemma. Protest too subtly, and one will be ignored. Protest too disrup-
tively, and one will be condemned. Effective protest inhabits a Goldilocks zone: interest-
ing enough to garner public attention,® but not so controversial as to anger the public,
ultimately eroding sympathy for one’s cause.

When climate protestors attacked the Sunflowers, people paid attention. Damaging the
artwork (or rather, appearing to do so) was deeply shocking. The press paid attention, too.
Footage was publicised internationally, including by media outlets that rarely address the
climate crisis.’

In grabbing public attention, iconoclasts avoided one prong of the dilemma, but they
seemed to succumb to the other prong. The attention they received, particularly in
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mainstream media, was overwhelmingly condemnatory: commentators focused on
criticising their tactics, frequently speculating that iconoclastic protest does more harm
than good to the environmental movement by attracting the wrong kind of attention.'®
Perhaps attention is beneficial only when accompanied by a favourable appraisal of protes-
tors’ actions. If so, iconoclasm seems deeply misguided.

Faced with this worry, note that attention is valuable not for its own sake, but as a pre-
requisite for communication. Communication involves commanding and directing the
attention of an audience:!! to communicate something to someone, you must first attract
their attention, then direct their attention towards the subject about which you want to
communicate.'? In an overcrowded attention economy, the first step is a major stumbling
block: most protests are simply ignored.!?

To understand why (and when) communication matters, it helps to distinguish direct
from indirect disobedience. In direct disobedience, protestors break a law they oppose.
In indirect disobedience, protestors break an uncontested law, to express opposition to
something else. Indirect disobedience does not itself alleviate injustice. To do so, indirect
protestors must communicate to their audience that there is an injustice, and that it should
be fixed. Communication is essential to the success of the protest strategy.'* Iconoclastic
climate protests constitute ndirect disobedience. Consequently, communication is vital.

Once environmentalist iconoclasts have attracted attention, can they use it to communi-
cate about their cause? In the immediate aftermath of iconoclastic attacks, protestors cer-
tainly capitalise on press attention to communicate about the climate. After throwing
mashed potato over Monet’s Les Meules, Letzte Generation protestors shouted: ‘People
are starving, people are freezing, people are dying. We are in a climate catastrophe ... in
2050, we’ll no longer be able to feed our families’.'®> Media coverage of the protest included
footage of protestors’ speech, with subtitles and transcripts providing translation. Because
they chose such an attention-grabbing protest strategy, the protestors had their words
broadcast far beyond the gallery, to an extremely wide audience — many of whom would
usually ignore climate protestors. Their strategy was extremely efficient: two protestors, act-
ing alone, made international headlines — and the painting survived unscathed.

Two concerns deserve consideration. First, iconoclasm’s capacity to attract media atten-
tion may be a function of its novelty. When climate protestors started attacking artworks, in
2022,iconoclasm was a relatively unusual protest strategy. Two years later, its novelty is wear-
ing off. Media attention is correspondingly declining. Novelty—rather thaniconoclasm perse—
seems to make the difference. This suggests that any value iconoclasm derives from its power
to grab attention may fade with repetition. '° It does not countdecisively againsticonoclasm as
a protest strategy, but it does suggest that (insofar as it is a desirable strategy because it attracts
attention) we may reach a different verdict on the protest strategy when itisnovel (e.g. in 2022,
at the time of the Sunflowers attack) compared with when it is familiar (e.g. today).

Second, neither grabbing attention nor having one’s words broadcast is enough. Each
matters only insofar as it helps protestors achieve their ultimate goals (e.g. ecological
reform). Achieving those goals also requires that protestors stand a realistic chance of per-
suading their audience. While iconoclastic climate protests have been much discussed, the
reception has been broadly unsympathetic. If iconoclasm is so contentious that protestors
only alienate their audiences, eroding public sympathy for their cause, iconoclasts’ success
in communicating their message widely seems a Pyrrhic victory.

Iconoclastic protestors should not be too deterred by public condemnation, though.
Rejection of protestors’ tactics does not entail rejection of their cause.!” Indeed,
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protestors who make themselves targets for hate may nonetheless successfully get their
cause onto the agenda.'® Even if press coverage initially focuses on criticising protestors’
tactics, it can subsequently present protestors with opportunities they would not otherwise
have had to communicate about their cause. Following the Sunflowers attack, environ-
mental activists interviewed by mainstream media outlets were initially compelled to dis-
cuss Just Stop Oil’s tactics, but often responded by pointing out the hypocrisy of
condemning the temporary defacement of a ‘mere’ depiction of plant life, while
disregarding the permanent extinction of swathes of life on earth. They drew attention
away from tactics and towards their cause, successfully communicating about the climate
emergency despite condemnation of Just Stop Oil’s strategy.

Phoebe Plummer, one of the activists who attacked the Sunflowers, was still interviewed
on national television well into 2023,° taking every opportunity to highlight the urgency
of the climate emergency.2® Moreover, media platforms often interviewed unpopular cli-
mate activists alongside science and policy experts.?! Non-activist experts could represent
a more moderate faction of the climate movement — and side-by-side contrast with radical
activists helped to portray them as comparatively reasonable.?? Whether or not the experts
endorsed the activists’ strategies, they enjoyed a rare opportunity to communicate climate
science and highlight the urgency of the climate crisis. Thus, even as Just Stop Oil made
itself unpopular, it succeeded in creating opportunities for climate experts to communi-
cate the need for policy change, and provided the conditions for those experts to appear
moderate and reasonable (by contrast with radical activists).

Media coverage in the aftermath of the Sunflowers attack demonstrated that iconoclasm
created valuable opportunities for successful communication despize being an unpopular
tactic, even a tactic that made the public less sympathetic to Just Stop Oil. Although media
coverage initially focused on tactics, iconoclasm created communicative opportunities in
the short and medium term — opportunities enjoyed not only by iconoclasts, but also by
other activists and experts.

The second concern expressed an important insight, though: it is prudent to avoid alien-
ating one’s audience when possible. This does not mean that iconoclasm is always off
limits — but iconoclasts may wish to tread carefully. One way to do this is to avoid perma-
nently damaging artworks: iconoclasts can attract considerable attention just by appearing
to damage artworks. If iconoclasts can reap the attentional benefits of apparently damaging
an artwork without incurring the costs of acrually damaging an artwork, the former seems
preferable to the latter — but even iconoclasts who only seem to inflict damage cannot always
rely on their audience to recognise that the damage is only apparent, and not actual. Con-
sequently, it is also important to design iconoclastic attacks that ‘speak for themselves’:
iconoclasts should take care to select the right artwork, and attack it in the right way. Some
iconoclasm produces only ruined artwork; other forms of iconoclasm allow protestors to
communicate unusually directly with their audience. In Section 3, I explore how shrewd
decision-making can help iconoclasts optimise their protests — minimising the risk of alien-
ating their audience, while maximising the opportunities for persuasive communication.

3. Communication and Symbolism
Representational artworks (especially photorealistic or naturalistic artworks, which are
very ‘life-like’) represent things particularly vividly. For viewers, it is only a short
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imaginative step from looking at an artistic representation of an object to imagining its
real-world counterpart. By attacking masterful representations, iconoclasts can more
directly and readily make their audiences imagine — and emotionally engage with — real-life
threats to the objects being represented. This gives iconoclastic protestors an advantage
over protestors who use other methods to communicate with their audience.

Consider Picasso’s enormous anti-war painting Guernica. Guernica depicts mangled,
contorted bodies, people and animals fleeing or lying wounded, and a woman wailing over
her dead child. It conveys the visceral horror of the bombing of Guernica during the Span-
ish Civil War. Since 1985, a tapestry reproduction of Guernica has hung in the United
Nations’ New York headquarters — but, in 2003, it was covered up during then-Secretary
of State Colin Powell’s address in favour of war in Iraq, possibly under pressure from
United States, who objected to the ‘optics’ of the anti-war artwork providing the backdrop
to Powell’s pro-war address.?> During the conference, protestors gathered outside the UN
holding reproductions of the covered painting.?* A brutal depiction of the horrors of war,
Guernica served as a focus-point for protestors who opposed war in Iraq.

In 1974, Tony Shafrazi spray-painted the words ‘KILL LIES ALL’ across Guernica.
Shafrazi was protesting the Vietnam war — but also inviting his audience to appreciate
afresh Guernica’s anti-war sentiments. He explained: ‘it was crazy to me that a painting like
the Guernica was ... relegated to a place of absolute insignificance. The force, the power,
the real significance ... that painting had, had been shoved aside.’?* By attacking Guernica,
Shafrazi hoped to highlight what the artwork had to say.

When protestors attack an artwork with representational content relevant to the injus-
tice being protested, they can use the artwork itself to channel attention towards their
cause. By defacing Guernica, Shafrazi brought his audience’s attention to the
painting — and thereby directed attention to its instantly recognisable anti-war message.
Shafrazi harnessed Guernica’s message to amplify his own message of opposition to the
Vietnam War.

Protestors can use an artwork’s representational content to communicate even when
the artwork is not itself protest art. In 1914, when Mary Richardson slashed Veldzquez’s
Venus, she sought to demand women’s suffrage and protest the mistreatment of Emmeline
Parkhurst: ‘she emphasised the fact that she was striking an inanimate representation [of a
woman] in order to save the living Pankhurst from being tortured in prison.’*® Richardson
highlighted parallels between the damage to Velazquez’s Venus and ‘the real and very vis-
ceral experience that Emmeline Pankhurst was undergoing, her body weak from starva-
tion and the torture of being force fed, her body actually being torn apart.”?” As she was
led away, Richardson proclaimed: ‘you can get another picture but you cannot get another
life, and they are killing Emmeline Pankhurst.’2

Can we say the same thing about recent iconoclastic attacks carried out by climate pro-
testors? Consider the following argument. When Plummer and Holland attacked the Sun-
Sflowers, they directed attention toward the natural world (symbolised by the sunflowers)
and the destruction wrought on nature by human activity (symbolised by their defacement
of the represented sunflowers). Their symbolic attack on a representation of sunflowers
directed their audience’s attention, via the artwork, towards the parallel, Zteral destruction
of the natural world (particularly plant life). Their attack helped viewers more vividly to
imagine the injustice they were communicating about. By carefully chosen manipulation
of the representational content of the Sunflowers, they were able to communicate about
environmental degradation.
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In the case of the Sunflowers attack, this analysis seems relatively weak: sunflowers are
only tenuously construed as a representation of the natural world, so their defacement is
not likely to put onlookers in mind of ecological destruction more generally.?° The anal-
ogous analysis of Richardson’s attack on Veldzquez’s Venus seems more compelling:
Venus’s female body is a good stand-in for Pankhurst’s female body, so the painting was
highly relevant to the injustices Richardson sought to protest.>®

When the artwork is well-selected, portraying something obviously and clearly relevant
to the injustice being protested, iconoclastic manipulation of the artwork’s representa-
tional content can help protestors communicate directly and non-verbally with their audi-
ence about the injustice at hand.

Non-verbal communication is important: images stick with us. Whereas ‘words are
processed by our short-term memory, where we can only retain about seven bits of infor-
mation’, images ‘go directly into long-term memory, where they are indelibly etched’.?!
Protestors have long recognised the importance of visual symbols: consider the immedi-
ate association of the peace symbol with the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, or the
hourglass symbol with Extinction Rebellion. When protestors attack artworks, they
transform those artworks into emblems of their cause. (Looked at this way, some
instances of so-called iconoclasm might equally be called iconogenesis: interventions
that produce new symbols, using artworks as raw material.) Audiences respond to these
images more rapidly, and remember them for longer, compared with protestors’ verbal
statements.>”

Consequently, iconoclasm presents distinctive opportunities, but also distinctive haz-
ards. If iconoclasts produce a visual encapsulation of their cause (like the slashed body
of Venus, mirroring and highlighting the torture of imprisoned Suffragettes), protestors
can use the iconoclastic act itself to communicate vividly and memorably. But if icono-
clasts get their imagery wrong — if they produce wanton ruin, rather than powerful
symbolism — they may alienate their audience, no matter the probity of their cause.

4. Controversial Symbolism

That iconoclasm’s power to create striking symbols can backfire is perhaps most evident
when we consider attacks on artworks depicting people. It is widely accepted that political
protestors should not commit violent attacks against people.>> Violent attacks on persons
breach minimal standards of acceptable behaviour in moral and political relationships.
Willingness to inflict violence on other people indicates profound disregard for the ‘ongo-
ing communal project of living together’.>* It is partly by abstaining from violent attacks
on people that protestors demonstrate commitment to this project, thereby distinguishing
themselves from militants and revolutionaries. When iconoclasts attack an artwork
representing a person, the symbol produced through the attack evokes associations with
violent attacks against actual people — attacks that have no place in political protest.
Consider the toppling of Bristol’s Edward Colston statue by anti-racist protestors in
2020. The toppling was extremely controversial — largely because of perceived parallels
between the activists’ treatment of the statue, and the person-directed violence it evoked.
The attack was described as a ‘lynching’ and a ‘public execution’,>” provoking allegations
that activists ‘might well have treated the real Edward Colston in much the same way had

he been there in flesh rather than in bronze’.>®
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Notwithstanding the important moral differences between attacks on persons and on
statues (cf. Section 5), these responses demonstrate that activists who attack artworks
representing persons risk being perceived to condone violence against persons. The sym-
bols created through their attacks are uncomfortably close to violent attacks on living per-
sons. If protestors seem to condone attacks against persons — even if only through
symbolic parallels — then the wider public may perceive protestors to have abandoned
ordinary standards of moral and political conduct. This dramatically increases the risk
that protestors alienate their audience.

Protestors could minimise this risk by avoiding attacks on representations of persons
completely. This would be costly, though: as I have argued, iconoclasts can use such
attacks to powerful effect, if the person(s) represented can stand in for the victim(s) of
some injustice. Recall Richardson’s attack on Velazquez’s Venus: Richardson manipu-
lated the Venus to produce a powerful symbol of Pankhurst’s torture in prison.

More modestly, iconoclasts could limit this risk through careful choices about which
person — or type of person — is represented in the artwork they attack. If protestors attack
an image of a perpetrator of injustice (e.g. Colston), their attack risks being perceived as an
endorsement of yet more violence, perhaps in retribution for the injustice they protest.>”
On the other hand, if protestors attack the image of a viczim of injustice (e.g. Venus/Pank-
hurst), their attack produces an evocative symbol of violence that already exists — violence
that the protestors are clearly objecting to, not endorsing.

Iconoclasts should take care over the symbolic resonance of their acts even when they
do not attack representations of persons. In the absence of any other, more obvious sym-
bolism, an iconoclastic attack is likely to be interpreted ‘by default’ as an act of mere
destruction — undifferentiated from ordinary vandalism, aiming to communicate nothing
about any particular cause, and therefore communicating only the attackers’ disregard for
valuable and beloved art objects. This highlights the importance of careful target selection:
only if the iconoclastic attack creates a clear visual symbol of protestors’ cause, which over-
rides the appearance of mere destruction, can protestors avoid giving the (mistaken)
impression that they are committing an assault on the beloved artistic treasures of a com-
munity — and, hence, the community itself.>®

5. Civil Disobedience

In light of these distinctive strengths and controversies, how does iconoclasm measure up
as a protest strategy? The answer may depend on our background theory of permissible
political protest. I will consider two such theories — one on which disobedience must be
civil, and another on which disobedience must satisfy standards of proportionality and
necessity. I do not adjudicate between these theories, but I provide grounds to think that,
on a plausible version of each theory, iconoclastic protests can be permissible.

Many theorists and activists maintain that law-breaking political protest is permissible
only when it is a form of civil disobedience.>® The precise characterisation of civil disobedi-
ence is highly contested, and it is beyond the scope of this article to engage the full debate.
Proposed criteria for civility include publicity; non-violence; conscientious conviction;
last resort; non-evasion; acting in accordance with decorum or sociability; and aiming
to bring about change by communicating with the government and the public, rather than
by imposing one’s will unilaterally on others.*° These constraints attempt to capture what
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sets civil disobedience apart from militant resistance and revolution, conscientious
objection, and lawful protest.

Iconoclasm satisfies some of these standards. As discussed in Section 3, iconoclasm is
usually public and communicative. Non-evasion is not essential to iconoclastic protest,
but is common among political iconoclasts. Iconoclastic climate activists usually glue
themselves to the frames of paintings after defacing them,*! broadcast footage of their pro-
tests on social media, and submit to arrest; Suffragette iconoclasts also turned themselves
over to security guards after attacking artworks.*? Non-evasion is clearly compatible with
iconoclasm, and can be described as a constraint on civil engagement in this mode of pro-
test. Conscientious conviction requires that protestors be ‘motivated by steadfast, sincere
and serious (though possibly erroneous) moral convictions’.*> Climate iconoclasts’ con-
scientiousness is often made evident in the speeches they make after attacking an artwork.
In other instances of iconoclasm, particularly when the artwork attacked is morally con-
tentious, protestors’ conscientiousness is evident in the tags applied to defaced artworks
(cf. Lim’s discussion of graffiti labelling Confederate statues with the word ‘racist’).**
Iconoclasm may also satisfy non-violence and last resort conditions, depending on how
these criteria are construed. Iconoclasm reliably violates norms of decorum. If disobedi-
ence must be civil in order to be permissible, then to establish its permissibility we need
to know more about the non-violence, last resort, and decorum conditions.

The scope of the non-violence constraint is disputed, as is the concept of violence
itself.*® First, there are politically important distinctions between different types of vio-
lence. Violence directed towards other people, when constitutive of an act of protest, is
rightly prohibited for civil disobedients, because it undermines the possibility of living
with other people in a community. To live in a community with others, individuals cannot
respond to inevitable disputes by inflicting violence on one another. As noted earlier,
other-directed personal violence is at odds with treating other people as ‘members of
the ongoing communal project of living together’.*® Consequently, it is incompatible with
a ‘commitment to the political’ — that is, to the ‘shared cooperative project of living
together’.*” This commitment is an essential part of what distinguishes civil disobedience
from militancy or outright revolution. Thus, it is appropriate for civil disobedience to
exclude other-directed, constitutive personal violence.

The same cannot be said for other forms of violence. In general, violence directed
towards objects does not exclude anyone from political community. There may be some
exceptions to this general principle: some objects are necessary to keep people alive, or
to provide individuals with the minimum material conditions required to take part in pub-
lic life. To attack those objects would be incompatible with a commitment to the political,
but this applies to a relatively narrow class of objects — paradigmatically, medical equip-
ment, food, and shelter. It is highly unlikely that it applies to works of art. This suggests
that, when we stipulate that civil disobedience must be non-violent, we should mean that
civil disobedience must not involve other-directed, constitutive personal violence.
Characterised correctly, the non-violence condition would not rule out violent attacks
on works of art.*®

What about the last resort constraint? We could simply deny that civil disobedience
must be a last resort. Adams appears to take this view, pointing out that it is not civil dis-
obedience but militant revolution that is truly the last resort: ‘civil disobedience is likely
one of the steps that must be explored before a last resort constraint is fulfilled’.*® More-
over, requiring prospective disobedients first to register complaint through legal channels,
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before engaging in civil disobedience, unfairly excludes certain portions of the population
from expressing political dissent: as Delmas points out, ‘ordinary channels of grievance
are often inaccessible to the most disadvantaged members of society, either de facto
(e.g., for the poor, the disaffected youth, the elderly) or de jure (e.g., for convicts and
unauthorized immigrants)’.>°

More importantly, we can also characterise the last resort constraint in such a way
that it is compatible with iconoclasm. For Rawls, the last resort constraint requires
only that ‘past actions [in pursuit of the protestors’ cause] have shown the majority
immovable or apathetic’.’! This certainly seems to be the case for climate protest
groups: more than two decades of law-abiding and mass protest have consistently
failed to provoke meaningful environmental reform.>> Moreover, for Rawls, some
injustices are ‘so extreme that there may be no duty to use first only legal means of
political opposition’.”> In these cases, the ‘presumption’ in favour of a last resort con-
straint is waived. Insofar as the harms of climate change constitute an ‘outrageous vio-
lation’ of Rawlsian basic principles of justice, prospective environmentalist iconoclasts
may not even need to show that a majority has been ‘immovable or apathetic’ in the
face of previous protests. It is enough to note, as environmentalists do, that we face
an unprecedented emergency characterised by ecological breakdown, extreme
weather, flooding, fire, drought, crop failure, famine, and political instability exacer-
bated by mass migration.’* Against this backdrop, it seems highly plausible that the
Rawlsian ‘last resort’ standard will either be met or waived for prospective environ-
mentalist iconoclasts.

What about decorum? Although iconoclasm seems an egregious violation of decorum,
relatively few theorists insist on a decorum requirement. Of those who do, Bedau is
among the most notable. For Bedau, ‘the pun on “civil” is essential’: disobedience must
be polite, as well as politically motivated.’® Plenty reject this outright.”® As Meyer points
out, ‘serving the distinct interests of a society of citizens, and not those of polite society ...
may ... require behaviour — like indecorous, even at times rancorous, public
disagreement — that is at odds with polite society’.”” If it seems bizarre that decorum or
politeness would be demanded at all, recall Delmas’s definition of decorum as what ‘we
need to get along with people with whom we disagree’.>® On one reading, ‘getting along
with’ people means politeness. Indeed, Delmas later says that decorum requires people
to ‘behave in a dignified ... manner and avoid causing offence’. But we could alternatively
read ‘getting along with’ people more thinly, to refer to minimal standards of behaviour
compatible with living together in political community. Interpreted this way, what Delmas
calls decorum instead amounts to the notion of political commitment familiar from
Adams and discussed above: a commitment to treating others as co-participants in a com-
munal project of living together. Decorum-as-political-commitment requires neither
politeness nor compliance with prevailing norms of social behaviour — but is a widely
recognised constraint on civil disobedience. Though decorum-as-political-commitment
probably does not capture what Bedau had in mind in his punning comment, it is a more
apt constraint on civil disobedience than politeness.”® Moreover, it is compatible with
iconoclasm.

In light of this discussion of the non-violence, last resort, and decorum conditions, we
can conclude that iconoclasm can count as civil disobedience, under a suitably expansive
understanding of the term. On one commonly held view, this is sufficient for its
permissibility.
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6. Beyond Civility

Another school of thought rejects wholesale the claim that political protest must meet
conditions of civil disobedience. Some contend that, whatever the moral or tactical value
of civility, uncivil disobedience is also sometimes permissible.®® Sometimes, civil strate-
gies would be too slow to address an urgent injustice that uncivil disobedience could
address more rapidly. Sometimes, communication would be futile because an injustice
is already recognised but goes unremedied, so it makes little sense to impose a communi-
cation constraint. Sometimes, civil options seem excessively burdensome for protestors or
the public, but an uncivil strategy would secure a fairer distribution of costs.

If we deny that disobedience must be civil, we might nonetheless want to impose some
constraints on permissible disobedience. We might appeal, instead, to principles of propor-
tionality and necessity to regulate political protest.®’ These principles are familiar from the
ethics of self-defence and war, where they regulate the imposition of morally weighted harm.
Again, there is extensive debate over how best to characterise these principles.®® The princi-
ples would probably also require adaptation before being applied in the context of political
protest: in more familiar contexts, they regulate harms to persons, but in the protest context
they would also have to regulate actions involving only property damage. In self-defence and
war, they apply primarily to acts that uncontroversially avert imminent threat, but this seems
a poor characterisation of many political protest contexts.®> Moreover, associated principles
such as the means principle, which are accepted in the contexts of war and self-defence,
would be out of place in the protest context. So, principles of proportionality and necessity
used to regulate protest would inevitably differ from principles by the same names regulating
harms imposed in war and self-defence. Nonetheless, with appropriate amendments, such
principles could comprise a coherent framework for evaluating political protest without
implying that civil disobedience is inherently preferable to uncivil disobedience.

Provisionally, we can characterise the principles as follows. Proportionality requires
that the harms imposed by protestors are not excessive in relation to the harms protestors
expect to avert.®* Necessity requires that the harms imposed by protestors do not exceed
the level required to achieve the desired result (e.g. mitigation of injustice).°> Colloquially,
necessity concerns whether a protest strategy works, and works significantly better than less
harmful alternatives.®® It is a standard strictly weaker than logical necessity.®’

To evaluate iconoclasm against these criteria, we need to compare the harms imposed
by iconoclasts with the ends achieved through iconoclasm. We also need to know whether
iconoclasts stand a better chance of achieving these ends than protestors who opt for less
harmful protest strategies.

The harms of iconoclasm depend on whether an artwork is damaged, destroyed, or
merely defaced. If an artwork sustains no actual damage, only apparent damage, we might
imagine that the attack inflicts no harm at all. A more sober assessment reveals that the attack
probably comes at some cost. Most generally, when protestors disobey the law, their example
makes law-breaking more visible and less ‘taboo’. Disobedience risks eroding the rule of
law, on which social stability and security depend. This risk is not negligible, but is probably
slight enough to be easily outweighed by protestors advancing or drawing attention to a just
cause. More specifically, highly public attacks on paintings may inspire others to conduct
similar iconoclastic attacks in the future. This seems to be borne out by a recent increase
in iconoclastic protests carried out by animal rights activists and pro-Palestine protestors.®®
An increase in art-attacking protests may have unexpected financial consequences for

© 2025 The Author(s). Journal of Applied Philosophy published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Society for Applied
Philosophy.



Political Iconoclasm as Climate Activism 11

museums, and for public access to artwork. Hans-Peter Wipplinger, director of a museum
housing an artwork attacked by climate activists, explains that after the attack the ‘insurance
value of the work ... suddenly jumped from 60 to 140 million Euros’.®® Wipplinger worries
that, as insurance costs increase, some artworks may become unaffordable for publicly
funded galleries, or galleries may become more dependent on financial support from
wealthy private collectors. This loss of financial independence may leave public access to art-
work less secure. By this mechanism, the normalisation of even non-damaging political
iconoclasm may threaten some opportunities for the public to encounter art.

If an artwork requires repair, protestors inflict additional harm associated with the money
and time required for cleaning and repair — though when an artwork can be fully repaired, a
sufficiently important cause is likely to outweigh this harm. If an artwork sustains lasting
damage, the degree of harm imposed depends on the quality of the targeted artwork. If pro-
testors damage a work of little value, the degree of harm will be lower than if they damage a
masterpiece. Permanently damaging a masterpiece deprives others of the opportunity to
encounter an artwork of great aesthetic value — part of the common cultural heritage of
humanity, to which all persons have an equal claim. Nonetheless, even attacks causing per-
manent damage do not necessarily leave us worse off. Although damage often decreases an
artwork’s cultural and financial value,”® this is not universally true — particularly when the
painting was damaged in an interesting way. Banksy’s shredded artworks are a case in
point.”! Rather than diminishing our shared artistic and cultural heritage, iconoclastic
attacks on valuable artworks sometimes ‘[add] layers of significance to the works and [con-
tribute] to their relevance and value to the public’.”® Iconoclasm can be a form of ‘creative
destruction’,”” if iconoclastic attacks create new, secondary artworks. Sometimes,
vandalised artworks become powerful pieces of protest art: the vandalised monument to
Confederate Robert Lee, spraypainted with ‘Stop White Supremacy’ and ‘Blood On Your
Hands’ by BLM protestors, was transformed from racist symbol to anti-racist icon, becom-
ing one of the ‘mostinfluential American protest artworks since WWII’.”* The artefacts pro-
duced through iconoclastic acts can be culturally valuable because of the strong political
statements they convey. This suggests that the harms of iconoclastic protest may not be so
severe as they first appear, even if protestors cause irreversible damage.

If these are the harms of iconoclasm, could iconoclasm satisfy the proportionality con-
straint? Clearly, (dis)proportionality depends partly on specific facts about particular
cases. An iconoclastic protest that leaves the artwork undamaged is more likely to be pro-
portionate than an attack inflicting repairable damage; a protest inflicting superficial and
repairable damage is, in turn, more likely to be proportionate than a protest that perma-
nently damages or destroys an artwork. If protestors do inflict lasting damage, the protest
is more likely to be proportionate if the artwork is of lesser cultural and aesthetic value.
Moreover, if an iconoclastic protest produces a powerful protest artwork, or a moving
symbol of protestors’ cause (cf. Section 3), the cultural and communicative benefits of
the act are greater, and thus more likely to outweigh any harm done.

Perhaps more surprisingly, the proportionality of an iconoclastic protest also depends
on the context in which the protest occurs. If political iconoclasm is rare, an iconoclastic
protest is more likely to take onlookers by surprise and to capture attention. Insofar as
attention is a prerequisite for accessing the other benefits that protestors seek
(cf. Section 2), iconoclasts will more easily accrue benefits that offset the harms of their
protest in contexts where political iconoclasm is rare. Moreover, some harms are much
more likely to be incurred if political iconoclasm is normalised than if iconoclastic protests
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remain isolated incidents. This is particularly apparent when we consider harms associ-
ated with increased insurance costs for artworks deemed to be possible protest targets.
These considerations both suggest that, if protest should be proportionate, iconoclasm
is a strategy to be used sparingly.

Plummer and Holland’s Sunflowers attack provoked genuine shock because, in 2022,
political iconoclasm was a fringe protest tactic not associated with the climate movement.
The context was ripe for their non-damaging iconoclastic protest to meet the proportion-
ality standard. Two years on, environmentalist political iconoclasm is becoming quotid-
ian. In this context, accruing the attentional benefits enjoyed by earlier iconoclasts is
much more difficult, so it has become harder for iconoclasts to offset the harms they
impose. In the short-term future, iconoclastic attacks are less likely to satisfy the propor-
tionality standard. In the medium to longer term, if protestors pause their attacks on art-
works, political iconoclasm may fade from public awareness. If it does, iconoclasm may
recuperate its shock value, and become more likely to satisfy the proportionality standard.

To judge iconoclasm ‘necessary’, in the technical sense, we must determine with rea-
sonable confidence that iconoclasts could not have achieved the same success by pursuing
a less harmful alternative strategy. Because the results achieved through political icono-
clasm vary contextually, whether an iconoclastic protest meets the necessity standard will
be context-sensitive, but we can consider some important cases.

Did Plummer and Holland’s iconoclastic attack on the Sunflowers count as necessary?
That is, did it work better than less harmful alternatives would have done? The answer is
surely ‘yes’. Compare the enormous media impact of the Sunflowers attack with the (negligi-
ble) impact ofthe ‘Big One’, a four-day civil disobedience campaign conducted by a coalition
of climate protest groups and attended by 60,000 people in May 2023.7 The contrast is stark.
The ‘Big One’, like most non-disruptive climate demonstrations, was almost entirely
ignored,”® despite the participation of thousands of protestors and a considerable administra-
tive burden imposed on the police. It achieved nothing. Plummer and Holland’s iconoclasm
was minimally burdensome: it required only two protestors, took little time to organise and
execute, caused minimal disruption to the public, and inflicted no permanent damage on
the artwork (only minimal damage to its frame) — yet it captured the attention of the media
for months. Few other climate protests seem to have been so effective, at such little cost.

The ‘Big One’ represents just one alternative to iconoclasm among many — but the
(non-)response it garnered is representative of the usual response to climate protests. Over
the past three decades, British climate activists have organised marches, shut down major
motorways, and disrupted sports events and concerts, as well as conducting iconoclastic
attacks. Marches and other conventional protests are mostly ignored. Extinction Rebel-
lion’s two-week occupation of central London during Spring 2019 was a notable excep-
tion: this campaign was genuinely successful in increasing public concern about the
climate crisis,”’ prompting the UK government to declare a climate emergency and pass
a legally binding target of net zero emissions by 2050,”® but subsequent attempts to repli-
cate Extinction Rebellion’s Spring 2019 strategy have not yielded comparable success.
Disruption to sports events and concerts held media attention only fleetingly.
Road-blocking protests may have attracted a level of attention rivalling iconoclasm, partic-
ularly Insulate Britain’s and Just Stop Oil’s protests which repeatedly shut down the M25,
the UK’s busiest motorway’® — but, as commentators eagerly pointed out, probably
imposed greater harms. Perhaps most problematically, given protestors’ cause,
blockading motorways causes a direct increase in pollution and emissions.®° Additionally,
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road blocking probably inflicts more disruption on non-liable members of the public than
iconoclasm. Compared with these rival strategies, it seems highly plausible that the
Sunflowers attack satisfied the necessity constraint.

7. Conclusion

At its best, iconoclasm can focus attention on injustice in a way few other modes of protest
can. Strategically planned iconoclasm enables protestors to engage the imagination of their
audience, and to communicate about their cause in a vivid and memorable way: non-verbal
communication, achieved through manipulation of artworks, can be much more compel-
ling than verbal communication. Iconoclasm is at its best when protestors attack an artwork
with representational content relevant to their cause. When they do so, their iconoclastic
attacks transform artworks into powerful symbolic representations of their cause. Icono-
clasm bears distinctive risks: if protestors do not produce an emblem of their cause, but pro-
duce only a vision of ruin, they fail to realise the communicative potential of iconoclasm,
and risk alienating their audience. Moreover, protestors should turn to iconoclasm only
rarely. If political iconoclasm becomes normalised, the protest strategy will lose its ability
to command attention, and protestors will begin to impose higher costs on galleries and
members of the public. I evaluated iconoclasm against two theories of political protest,
and suggested that iconoclasm may be permissible under either theory. I conclude that
iconoclasm is a maligned but potentially extremely valuable protest strategy, when done
right. Climate protestors who have resorted to political iconoclasm in recent years may well
have been justified in doing so — particularly early adopters, like the activists who so mem-
orably attacked van Gogh’s Sunflowers with Heinz tomato soup.
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NOTES

1 I avoid the rival term ‘vandalism’ because its connotations of thoughtlessness may unduly bias against art-
attacking protest. Historically, the term ‘iconoclasm’ has been reserved for attacks on religious art, but increas-
ingly the term is also applied to attacks on non-religious artworks (Barber and Boldrick, Art under Attack;
Scott, “Confronting Nightmares”). My usage reflects this.
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ness (Brownlee, Conscience and Conviction; Lim, “Differentiating Disobedients”) or to open a dialogue. What
matters is that direct disobedience can succeed (on its own terms) without communication, but indirect
disobedience cannot.

Jones, “Climate Activists.”

This is common to many political protest strategies, but is particularly problematic for indirect protest strate-
gies, because the capacity of indirect protest to achieve its goals depends on protestors capturing public atten-
tion. This is much easier when the strategy is novel, hence shocking.

Davis (“Just Stop Oil”; “Psychology of Protest™) describes a series of experiments, the results of which suggest
that unpopular or extreme protest strategies, which do erode public support for protestors, do 7ot harm public
support for protestors’ demands.
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tions of ‘insulation’ — but not ‘insulate’ — in UK print media after Insulate Britain’s September 2021 pro-
tests. They conclude that protest can raise public concern with protestors’ causes, not just protestors
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Ibid., 124.
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by Just Stop Oil. See, in particular, their Instagram post of 15 October 2022 (Just Stop Oil, “@Just.StopQil”).
Iconoclasm may be most apt when activists protest injustice taking the form of the destruction of some valu-
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Raworth, Doughnut Economics, 17.
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Here, I do not necessarily condemn the particular attack on the Colston statue. I merely highlight the addi-
tional risks run by the Colston Four, pointing out that iconoclasts who seek to avoid these risks could do so
by modifying their strategy in certain ways.

Note that iconoclastic acts, like other forms of symbolic communication, are liable to distortion in public dis-
course. It is unlikely that any protestors relying on symbolic communication can perfectly guard against the
possibility that their act will be misrepresented as sanctioning violence (or some other offensive act). Protestors
can minimise this risk in the ways I have outlined, but probably cannot eliminate it. It is inherent in the non-
verbal mode of communication which, I have argued, is a great strength of the iconoclastic strategy.

Bedau, “Civil Disobedience”; Brownlee, Conscience and Conviction; Celikates, “Civil Disobedience”; Extinc-
tion Rebellion, “About Us”; King, Chaos or Communiry; Rawls, Theory of Fustice.

Bedau, “Civil Disobedience”; Delmas, Duzy to Resist; Lai and Lim, “Fairness of Costs”; Rawls, Theory of Fus-
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Adams, “Uncivil Disobedience,” 11.

Ibid., 6.

Most criticism of the non-violence constraint takes for granted that attacks on objects can, in principle, be vio-
lent. This coheres with a ‘common sense’ conception of violence, according to which it is possible to behave
violently towards a person, a painting, or indeed any object. Some have denied this, arguing instead for a con-
ception of ‘violence’ that only covers actions targeting persons (Glover, “Black Blocs”; Morreall, “Justifiability
of Violent Disobedience”). In my view, these accounts are too revisionist, straying too far from the ‘common
sense’ notion of violence under which (for example) an angry person who punches a hole in a wall acts violently,
even though his action does not target a person (Adams, “Uncivil Disobedience”). These accounts also depart
from the standard legal conception of violence: a Court of Appeal investigation into the toppling of the Colston
statue concluded that the protest was violent (EWCA Crim 1259 [2022]), even though protestors targeted an
object, not a person. Because they are so revisionist, I will not discuss these views. It suffices to note that, if
ostensibly violent attacks on non-persons do not really count as violent, then iconoclasm is straightforwardly
compatible with a non-violence constraint.

Adams, “Uncivil Disobedience,” 5-6, emphasis added.

Delmas, “Civil Disobedience,” 687-8.

Rawls, Theory of Fustice, 328.

Fisher, Saving Ourselves.

Rawls, Theory of Justice, 328.

IPCC, Special Report; World Food Programme Editorial, “Act Now”; Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations, Risks and Responses; iPES Food, “NEWS.”

Bedau, “Civil Disobedience,” 656.

Adams, “Uncivil Disobedience”; Bardon ez al., “Disaggregating Civility”, Delmas, Duzy to Resisz, Milligan,
Civil Disobedience; cf. Bejan, Mere Civility.

Meyer, “Liberal Civility,” 72.

Delmas, Duty to Resist, 43.

For further discussion, see Adams, “Uncivil Disobedience”; Bardon ez al., “Disaggregating Civility”’; Delmas,
Duty to Resist.

Delmas, Duty to Resist; Lai, “Justifying Uncivil Disobedience”; Lai and Lim, “Fairness of Costs.”

Lai, “Justifying Uncivil Disobedience”; Lai and Lim, “Fairness of Costs”; Lim, “Differentiating
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Lazar, “Necessity”’; McMahan, Proportionaliry; Quong, “Defensive Harm.”

In particular, although many harms of climate change are imminent (or already present), it is doubtful that any
act of protest uncontroversially averts them.

Here, I adapt McMahan’s characterisation of proportionality (McMahan, Proportionality). Note: when pro-
tests mitigate injustice without eliminating it, the harms imposed must be proportionate not to the severity of
the injustice being protested (cf. Lai, “Justifying Uncivil Disobedience,” 95) but to the harms protestors rea-
sonably expect to avert. There are epistemic problems associated with predicting whether a protest will avert
harm, but these epistemic problems are not unique to iconoclastic protest, so I do not discuss them here.
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65 Lai and Lim, “Fairness of Costs.”

66 This might be made precise by adapting Lazar (Necessity): protestors pursuing strategy S, with morally
weighted harms Hg, satisfy Necessity if and only if a reasonable person in the protestors’ position, with access
to the available evidence, would judge that there is no less harmful alternative strategy A, with morally
weighted harms Hy (wWhere A counts as less harmful if the marginal risk of Hg compared with the risk of Ha
is not justified by a countervailing marginal reduction in risked harm to those who are the victims of the harms
that protestors seek to mitigate or eliminate).

67 Satisfying the necessity criterion requires only that any alternative strategy that would impose less expected
morally weighted harm must reduce protestors’ expected success (i.e. the amount of morally weighted harm
that they expect to mitigate through their protest) by enough of a margin that protestors would do better to pur-
sue the strategy that involves imposing more morally weighted harm.

68 Burga, “Animal Rights Activists”; Harris, “Pro-Palestine Protestors.”

69 Bregman, “Oil Splash.”

70 Argun, “Art Pricing.”

71 Argun, “Banksy.”

72 Barber and Boldrick, Art under Attack, 121.

73 Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?, 18.

74 Dixon, “Artistic (Counter) Speech.” See also Lim (“Vandalizing Tainted Commemorations” and
“Transforming Problematic Comemmorations”) for discussion of how iconoclasm can radically redefine
the meaning of artworks.

75 Richmond, “Big One.”

76 BBC News explained, in response to ‘complaints [that] insufficient coverage was given to ...“The Big One™’,
that ‘stories, and the amount of time we spend on them, are chosen due to their editorial merit’ (BBC, “Extinc-
tion Rebellion”). Non-disruptive protests simply fail to be newsworthy.

77 Kenward and Brick, “Large-Scale Disruptive Activism.”

78 Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, “UK Net Zero Law.”

79 BBC, “Insulate Britain”; BBC, “Dozens of Activists Arrested”; BBC, “M25 and Dartford.”

80 Whatever we think of allegations of hypocrisy levelled at protestors (cf. Beck, “Climate Hypocrisy”; Shklar,
“Hypocritical”; Sinclair, “Real Problem of Hypocrisy”), most climate protestors would presumably accept that
these emissions are a harm, even if they maintain that the harm is outweighed.
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