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An EU intercultural ap-
proach to climate change

The climate crisis is an emergency that is trans-
forming the relationship between culture (wor-
ldviews and aesthetical creation) and nature, 
between EU policies and environment. The new 
Commission’s President seems very aware of 
this transformation as she made climate change 
and the environment a top priority with the new 

Green Deal3. This is already being taken forward 
by the EU institutions although the Covid 19 cri-
sis will likely delay the process. 

Our relationship with the environment and 
nature is culturally-rooted and follows a range 
of social representations and habits that vary 
from one group or society to another4. We the-
refore have diverse views and understanding of 
the ways humans should interact with nature 
(this term itself being understood and used – if 
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The awareness that humanity has entered anthropocene (a geological phase wherein human’s 
behaviours are at the source of complex pressures on the environment2) is fundamentally 
transforming the ways we live: value, meaning, beliefs and engagement will never be the same 
and are being rethought worldwide and across all sectors and societies. The climate crisis and 
its environmental facets are questioning the roots of human culture and creativity. They also 
require paradigmatic shifts in government policies and thereby EU policies. 

This Brief aims to identify policy priorities for an “EU global culture and climate change ini-
tiative” and opportunities for future action and research on the transforming relationship 
between EU (international) cultural policies and environment. 

“The old ways of addressing burning issues  
(such as climate change) have proved insufficient to instigate  

a deep behavioural change; therefore, new strategies  
to convey urgent messages are on demand”1 
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at all – differently). In numerous cases, societies 
have maintained very strong links with their 
environment and nature according to their be-
liefs and ways of life. Harmonious relationship 
with nature is actually part of their intangible 
cultural heritage. “Protecting the environment” 
in that case equals to protect cultural heritage. 
Understanding and managing this diversity thus 
requires a multidisciplinary and intercultural 
approach of some EU environmental and cli-
mate-related policies.  

This also has a lot to do with what government 
leaders consider as priorities and their belief or 
not in the reality of the climate crisis. The scien-
tific evidence of climate transformation is not 
enough to convince some developing countries’ 
leaders that it is likely their societies will not be-
come ‘developed’ in the way rich nations became 
‘wealthy’ in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries. 

In other words, while EU leaders call for 
“green growth”, this narrative is not attractive 
to partners whose demographically growing so-
cieties still suffer from widespread poverty and 
inequality.

Western countries were able to de-pollute 
themselves by outsourcing pollution (e.g. car 
manufacturing, textile, waste disposal) to deve-
loping countries. This creates dilemmas about 
i) what paths developing countries should take 
ii) the direction taken by developed countries to 
make sure we live all well within the means of 
the planet (to quote Kate Raworth)5.

Between rich (this includes the EU) and less 
rich nations, further - interculturally aware - 
dialogue will be necessary and inevitable. Inter-
cultural literacy will have to be mobilised to help 
overcome misunderstanding and mistrust. And 
cultural production will also have a role to play.     

The arts and the climate 
change crisis

The artistic and creative side of culture also has 
many roles to play in climate-related action: the 
arts are an endless source of imagination and in-
vention of new approaches to complex changes, 
they are a powerful mobilisation and aware-
ness-raising tool, they provide us with ideatio-
nal instruments that help to think of potential 
futures6. 

Cultural and creative industries themselves 
have started to go through climate change adap-
tation and mitigation processes. The digitalisa-
tion of cultural production and consumption on 
smartphones rely on “two 
heavily polluting activities: 
the storage of data and the 
manufacturing of devices”7. 

CCIs are now taking mea-
sures to become more cli-
mate-sensitive. They are 
looking for more ethical 
and climate-aware bu-
sinesses8. Practices and 
design in architecture are 
increasingly influenced by 
environmental constraints. 
Some artists and creative 
companies or social bu-
sinesses are now taking 
some distance from polluting or anti-climate 
sponsors such as oil and gas partners9. Cultural 
mobility in general is being rethought10. The po-
tential of environment-friendly cultural tourism 
has become a new trend.

A multidisciplinary 
intercultural 
approach to  
EU environmental 
and climate-
related policies.
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EU initiatives in the field 
of “culture and environ-
ment”

In Europe, the EU has for long supported cli-
mate-related initiatives and actions that rely on 
or have specific cultural components. The Ur-
bact network has started to develop a platform 
on cultural cities and climate change11. The Eu-
ropean Commission has also funded research 
programmes on heritage protection and climate 
change. The European Commission has pro-
moted knowledge sharing on sustainable cultu-
ral tourism12 and certification schemes targeted 
to the European tourism sector13.

Making (fast) fashion sustainable has been 
a specific area of work. Voluntary measures 
such as the EU Ecolabel and Green Public Pro-
curement aim to incentivise sustainable and 

circular design and production 
of textiles through the applica-
tion of a range of criteria, cove-
ring environmental and social 
concerns and the full life cycle 
of a product14. At the interna-
tional level, DEVCO has funded 
the International Trade Center’s 
Ethical Fashion Initiative which 
aims at providing a fair remune-
ration of textile workers, thus 
going against the predominant 
practices of the fashion industry 
which rely on low paid workers 

in unsafe working conditions and are often pol-
luting15. However the question of consumerism 
remains untouched.

More recently, as part 
of European Houses/
Spaces of Culture ini-
tiative, some EUNIC 
projects focused on 
the culture and envi-
ronment nexus, such 
as the Eco-Art Festival 
Nogoonbaatar Mongo-
lia. Three of the fifteen 
selected projects of the 
2019 EUNIC Cluster Fund deal with environ-
ment-related topics and sustainability:  a capa-
city building programme on sustainability wit-
hin the 2nd European Cultures Week in Athens,  
a comics project on the future of environment in 
Uruguay16 and an initiative on social design for 
Sustainable Cities in Warsaw17.

On the global stage, EU climate policies have 
been at the forefront of successive carbon re-
duction negotiations, yet reaching mixed results 
in the last COP conferences. One notable expe-
rience mixing the arts and policy-making has 
been philosopher Bruno Latour’s theatre play 
experiment organised back to back with Paris 
COP21 (see Focus box below).

Some culture 
and creative 

industries are 
now taking 

measures 
to become 

more climate-
sensitive.

In Europe,  
the EU has for 
long supported 
climate-related 
initiatives and 
actions that 
rely on or have 
specific cultural 
components.
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Bruno Latour is a contemporary French philosopher 
and anthropologist who has inspired numerous scho-
lars, academics and cultural professionals in addres-
sing today’s world’s complexity

Theoretical background on culture & environment
Latour has elaborated on concepts originating from 
philosophy (the modern),18 geology (anthropocene), 
ecology (Gaia, terrestrial), mythology and the arts (com-
position) to propose new approaches to complexity and 
the climate crisis. 

Culture & environment
According to Latour, the new political rift of today’s 
world is between those who have realised that the cli-
mate crisis requires to be “down to earth” in support of 
the earth (he calls it “the Terrestrial”) and those who still 
see the world through the lens of global modernisation 
in denial of new environmental realities19. “The modern 
world is just not possible. Either you have a world—and 
it will not be modern. Or you are modern, but without 
a real world.”

Latour has explored optimal interrelations between the 
arts, culture, science and the environment. He launched 
several groundbreaking initiatives that have become a 
source of reference for future work on the culture and 
environment nexus: 

•  SPEAP20, a masters on political arts experiments at 
  Sciences Po, Paris.

•  CLIMAT21, a theatrical simulation by students of  
 Paris COP21 climate negotiations

•  Moving Earths22, a theatre play on climate politics

Europe and the EU 
Latour carefully distinguishes the EU (an institutional 
machinery) from Europe (the land where Europeans live 
and work). He uses the term “European motherland”. 
He considers that under Trump the US have left Euro-
peans alone and that it is up to Europeans to defend 
themselves in a world where a) global modernisation 
has become a utopia and b) the return to nationalism 
is equally illusory. 

FoCUS

Bruno Latour’s culture & environment policy experiments 
A source of inspiration for culture Solutions Europe
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6 ideas to prepare for a 
future “EU global culture 
and climate change ini-
tiative”

This brief gave a very super-
ficial overview of the “culture 
and environment nexus” and 
its implications for EU inter-
national cultural relations po-
licies. culture Solutions will 
invest, if resources allow it, in 
deeper research and collabora-
tions initiatives to inform and 
co-design future EU external 

policies in that realm. To do so, we have identi-
fied the following suggestions that could inspire 
work towards a future “EU global culture and cli-
mate change initiative”: 

1. A mapping of existing “culture and environ-
ment/climate change” initiatives in the EU that 
could be a source of inspiration for future EU ex-
ternal policies in that realm.

2. A mapping of initiatives worldwide with 
which the EU could connect to develop synergies 
with partners outside Europe.

3. A policy-making analysis of EU institutions 
on the potential for an “EU global culture and en-
vironment initiative”.

4. Develop training and multidisciplinary 
workshops gathering environmental experts/
professionals and artists/cultural workers to en-
hance EU staff skills in this field.

5. Produce knowledge and information ma-
terial to inform future EU programming on 
“culture and environment” in Brussels as well as 
in EU Delegations.

6. Collaborate with organisations already wor-
king on the culture and environment nexus 
(such as Julie’s Bicycle, Sciences Po SPEAP, etc.) 
to develop synergies and joint initiatives with EU 
institutions and policies.

Towards a 
future “EU 

global culture 
and climate 

change 
initiative”

Culture & climate change: the future  
of EU international cultural relations
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as a French association on 23 october 2018.
Bank account: 

IBAN FR76 1695 8000 0103 3008 4436 926 
SWIFT QNToFRP1XXX

Disclaimer – The content of this report expressed by the authors does not reflect the official views of culture Solutions
Graphic design: Stéphane Bonnet  / April 2020 / www.graphisme-ethique.fr - Photo credit: ©Stéphane Bonnet

culture Solutions Europe (cS) is an independent and non-for-profit  
social innovation group serving all those involved in EU international 

cultural relations.

We contribute independently to the excellence of EU international cultural 
relations with the opening of creative trust-building spaces, the production 

of commons and the brokerage of know-how.

We follow a specific Theory of Change.

https://www.culturesolutions.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/CULTURE-SOLUTIONS-THEORIE-OF-CHANGE-160519.pdf

