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Introduction

Public concern about climate change and environmental degradation continues to grow. Ipsos
found that 77 percent of Britons were concerned about climate change in 2023, up from 60
percent in 2013, while 65 percent believed the country was already experiencing its effects,
up from 41 percent in 2010.! Only 26 percent thought the UK government was handling the
issue well. Similar trends in rising concern, recognition of impact, and dissatisfaction with
government are evident across other developed nations.?

Anthony Giddens notes ‘a left/right tinge to current climate change debates.® Politicisation of
concern, recognition, and action is evidenced in polling worldwide, most noticeably in the US,
UK, EU, Australia, and Canada.* Political divisions are also present, though less pronounced,
in attitudes towards pollution, biodiversity loss, and air and water quality. Polling shows that
while concern over these issues is more evenly distributed across the political spectrum, there
is nonetheless a partisan split when discussing the action or inaction of the government.®

Martha Kirby found an interlinked network of political attention, public salience, media
attention, and protest, each boosting or detracting from one another.® Kirby’s modelling showed
that environmental protests are triggered by prior media, public, and political focus, and in
turn, protests increase media coverage and public salience. A Royal Society review found that
more UK citizens support climate protests (47 percent) than oppose them (29 percent), though
only 7 percent have participated in such action.”

For those who protest, Giddens argues environmental action offers the left a ‘chance to recover
the radicalism that disappeared with the dissolution of revolutionary socialism.”® Paola Andrea
Spadaro and Raphael Da Silva expand on this, suggesting that accelerating environmental
degradation, frustration with state inaction, and perceived threats to civil liberties can create
conditions in which security risks emerge through environmentally-motivated crime and
terrorism.’

Historic context of radical environmentalism

Amid growing disillusionment with mainstream protest groups, and following the first Earth
Day in 1970, more organisations turned to sabotage to contest ecological destruction. After
Greenpeace’s founding in 1971 helped popularise direct action, later groups, such as the Animal
Liberation Front (ALF), the Sea Shepherds, and Earth First!, adopted more militant strategies.
These movements continued to expand through the 1980s and 1990s, inspiring new radical
networks, including the Earth Liberation Front (ELF), which became one of the most visible
and controversial branches of the movement.!® These groups primarily engaged in vandalism,
sabotage, arson, property destruction, and bombing, causing hundreds of millions of dollars in
damage.!

Michael Loadenthal notes:

Throughout more than 27,100 recorded attack incidents over a 38-year period, 98
percent of attacks target property (i.e.,, not human beings), and 99.7 percent cause
no injury. These nonlethal attacks on property are designed to cause financial strain
to targets through a campaign of economic sabotage and are not carried out to
spread “anxiety” or “terror” among a population.*?
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Yet by 2004, the FBI had labelled these groups the leading domestic terrorism threat in the
United States.!® Even when accounting for more violent international splinter factions, such as
the Individualists Tending to Savagery (ITS), and the actions of individuals like Ted Kaczynski,
the overall threat to human life remains far lower than that posed by other forms of domestic
extremism.'* Despite this, John Lewis, Deputy Assistant Director of the FBI, would claim in
2005:

If you go backwards in time to the 1960s, you could look at the KKK, for instance, and
see what kind of ruckus they were causing in this country..The abortion movement,
over the last several years, even though they have had killings...cannot compare to
the frequency, to the geographic dispersement of the campaign that eco-terrorists
and animal rights extremists are creating.'®

Indeed, radical environmentalism is still regarded as an emerging threat, owing to groups’
decentralised structures and their capacity to coordinate actions across multiple countries.*®
This perception of environmental activists as a security risk, framed as direct challengers
to state authority and economic interests, can itself fuel harm against those defending the
environment.'” Global Witness recorded 196 murders of land and environmental defenders in
2023 alone and notes that over 2,100 defenders have been killed since 2012, 36 percent of whom
were Indigenous. Many others have faced intimidation, criminalisation, or disappearance.'®

Defining ‘eco-terrorism’ and ‘eco-tage’
Eco-terrorism is defined by Scott Eagan as:

...the use or threatened use of violence of a criminal nature against innocent victims
or property by an environmentally oriented subnational group for environmental-
political reasons, aimed at an audience beyond the target, and often of a symbolic
nature.

The term ‘eco-terrorism’ was coined in 1983 by libertarian activist Ron Arnold, and first
entered US legislative discourse in 1988, when Senator James McClure invoked it during
congressional testimony on the Anti-Drug Abuse Act.?’ By 2002, the FBI had adopted the term,
and it was frequently used in government hearings and the media alike to describe both real
and anticipated acts of environmental violence.?! Testimonies consistently claimed that, despite
these groups having committed no Kkillings, they would inevitably escalate to widespread fatal
attacks—a prediction Loadenthal later confirmed never occurred.?

Loadenthal suggests this separates it from the traditional public understanding of terrorism,
believing the popularisation of the term ‘eco-terrorist’ to be an intentional framing by those
in power, using language to ‘inform the wider society as to how they are meant to interpret
social movements.” This is echoed by Will Potter, who argues that post-9/11 security concerns
broadened domestic terrorism labels to include non-violent environmental and animal
rights activists, influenced by industrial interests and resulting in increased surveillance and
repression of legitimate social movements.?*

Steve Vanderheiden argues property-focused acts of sabotage for environmental reasons
are ‘an intermediate case between terrorism (which is always wrong) and non-violent civil
disobedience (which is sometimes justified).?> As such, to differentiate these acts from the
broader label of terrorism, alternative terms—such as eco-tage, monkeywrenching (from
Edward Abbey’s The Monkey Wrench Gang), or simply vandalism and sabotage—emphasise
this distinction.?
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This study will use the two most popular terms as follows:

e Eco-terrorism will refer to any act, or threat of an act, of violence intended to further
environmental causes by raising awareness and fear, that targets individuals or property
uninvolved in environmental destruction.

e Eco-tage will refer to any act, or threat of an act, of violence intended to sabotage or avert
environmental destruction by targeting individuals or property involved in environmental
destruction.

Notingambiguities, this paper will often refer to them collectively as ‘eco-tage and eco-terrorism,
and while other collective terms like ‘environmental violence’ or ‘radical environmentalism’ will
be used throughout, specific acts, motivations, and circumstances will be described wherever
possible.

Theoretical Framework
Fiction, framing, and the politics of legitimacy

As acts of protest impact policy via media and public perception, Vanderheiden notes that those
engaging in eco-tage and eco-terrorism may only draw support for their cause if the wider
society "endorses the group’s goals and is not repulsed by its tactics."”” When individuals
lack direct personal experience with issues—including political violence, terrorism, crime, or
protest—they often utilise media representations to make sense of those phenomena. In doing
so, the media fills the gaps of personal experience, influencing how people perceive threats,
assign blame, and evaluate responses.?® Cultivation theory suggests heavy and prolonged
consumption of dramatised or fictionalised media content leads audiences to absorb its implicit
assumptions as accurate reflections of reality, with framing power compounded by the media’s
agenda-setting function.?

By repeatedly portraying certain issues—accurately or not—news and entertainment media
signal to audiences that these topics are important, even when corresponding real-world
incidents are relatively rare.?° In doing so, the media help shape what is socially visible, publicly
debatable, and politically urgent.

News media responses to environmental protest are sharply divided along ideological lines.
Conservative outlets tend to portray climate activism more negatively and less accurately than
non-conservative outlets, particularly when it involves civil disobedience or targets private
individuals.®! Legal actions are generally reported more favourably than illegal ones across the
political spectrum and receive more coverage overall.

This bias, whether through tone or selective amplification, contributes to normative
judgements about what constitutes appropriate activism. Jillian Neufeldt finds media framing
around environmental policy polarises public opinion, with negative coverage generating a
disproportionate share of vocal opposition.?? Similarly, narrative framings of young protestors
in climate discourse, from heroic to alarmist, have also been shown to likely shape social
responses and perceived legitimacy.*®

The political consequences of portrayals extend beyond opinion formation, influencing
how movements strategise for coverage, as seen when Extinction Rebellion shifted away
from disruptive tactics in 2023, pursuing more favourable media narratives.?* Insights from
adjacent fields, such as coverage of Black civil rights and far-right mobilisation, reinforce that
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delegitimising frames, especially those centred on disruption or extremism, can suppress
support, while legitimising frames facilitate identification and solidarity.?* Taken together, this
evidence suggests that the media’s construction of radical environmentalism not only reflects
political currents but also mediates the space available for dissent.

Lance Bennett and Shanto Iyengar argue that entertainment media, unlike news media,
typically convey fragmented and inconsistent messages on political issues, thereby limiting
persuasive potential, since persuasion depends on repetition of coherent, credible messages
across multiple contexts.?® However, this has been contested by scholars who highlight the
narrow definition of political information sources, neglect of emotional appeal, enjoyment, and
narrative engagement, and a lack of systematic analysis of entertainment media content.?’

Fictional narratives, from action thrillers to romantic comedies, are theoretically powerful
tools for framing political legitimacy, as they can communicate ideas more emotively.*
Entertainment audiences, who often hold weaker prior political views than regular consumers
of news, are more susceptible to persuasive cues embedded in narrative structure, especially
when emotional involvement is high.* Kristina Riegert argues, therefore, that political fiction
can often act as a substitute for formal political discourse among disengaged publics, while
Liesbet van Zoonen and Dominic Wring contend that such narratives may influence political
understanding, judgment, and engagement, particularly when referencing real-world issues.*

Regarding climate change specifically, Sarah Dillon and Claire Craig argue that stories carry
epistemicvalueand,whencarefullyinterpreted, generate narrative evidence capable ofinforming
public reasoning.*! Adeline Johns-Putra charts the rise of climate change as a dominant theme
across literary forms, claiming that cli-fi, ecopoetry, and climate theatre have reshaped public
engagement and academic ecocriticism, with similar studies conducted across comic books
and TV.*? Past studies have identified dominant themes in climate fiction film, particularly the
focus on disaster, technological hubris, and superficiality of climate science, while calling for
more diverse analyses beyond overstudied individual portrayals.** Both positive and negative
portrayals of climate futures have been shown to influence behavioural intentions, shaped by
both emotional responses and pre-existing beliefs, strengthening personal norms and evoking
guilt.*

Likewise, exposure to fictional crime dramas has been shown to increase support for punitive
measures such as the death penalty, while portrayals of political conflict and protest can shift
attitudes towards emerging policy debates.*> Most notably for this study, empirical work has
found that dystopian fiction and action narratives can increase audiences’ willingness to justify
radical or violent forms of political action.*

Scholars have increasingly called for more focus on fictional and filmic portrayals of climate
issues, and a systematic audit of influential fiction films depicting environmentally-motivated
violence offers a novel foundation for understanding how such narratives may shape political
opinion.*” By analysing portrayals of eco-tage and eco-terrorism—including their motives,
justifications, and consequences—this study seeks to identify narrative patterns that could
influence audience perceptions of real-world environmental violence.

Although this study does not claim direct media effects, the patterns it identifies provide a
foundation for future research into how fictional portrayals of environmental violence may
influence political perceptions.If, as Bennett and Iyengar argue, representations are fragmented,
persuasive impact may be limited.*®* However, if certain framings are frequent across popular
media, fiction could significantly shape public attitudes toward activism and state repression.
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Cinema’s framing of terrorism and direct action

Filmmakers have long drawn on political narratives, such as Cold War fears of communist
sleeper cells, portrayals of Arab Muslim terrorists after the 1983 Beirut bombings, or depictions
of Northern Irish militants during The Troubles.** Paul Rich suggests that films were ‘decisive in
shaping popular perceptions of terrorism’ as well as the resulting policies and actions taken in
the face of this threat.>® As Thomas Riegler remarks, "mass culture representation of terrorism
is problematic due to the highly suggestive effect of imaginary combined with ideological
subtext”, and can often promote straightforward, militaristic solutions, while discouraging
nuanced and empathetic approaches.*!

Immediately after 9/11, depictions of terrorism in mainstream films slowed as "various
scenarios considered fantastic and purely entertaining had been so 'brutally realized'."
Simultaneously, Loadenthal remarks that "a new class of 'terrorism experts' emerged"
promoting "overblown, inaccurate, and fear mongering depictions of bomb-throwing masked
vigilantes occupies much of the discussion of 'eco-terrorism'.">® Potter argues that these ‘eco-
terrorism smear campaigns’ further conflated environmental activism with terrorism, perhaps
leading to a broader hesitancy to develop or finance projects engaging with this theme.>*

However, films depicting terrorism did make a resurgence, though Rich notes they became more
simplified: "'terrorists'—no matter who they are—appear to act almost without motive as the
ultimate evil 'other’ of the Western imagination."> Popular films’ often simplified protagonist/
antagonist dichotomy pushed the ‘Counterterrorism Hero’ and is argued to have helped shape
Western public acceptance of the war on terror.°® In particular, US-produced entertainment—
such as 24 (2001), Homeland (2011), Zero Dark Thirty (2012), and Quantico (2015)°” are
noted as having potentially helped sway public support for enhanced interrogation/torture
practices.®®

Meanwhile, the narrative demand for villains with recognisable motivations makes the extreme
environmental activist a convenient fit.>® Robert Fletcher observes that eco-activists became
routinely perceived as "dangerous criminals with potential for rapidly escalating violence", a
view partly reinforced by cinematic fantasies of such escalation.

Existing studies on terrorism in film explore profit motives, government influence, and
reflection/critique of dominant narratives.®® Research highlights terrorist subgenres, such
as hostage-taking, suicide bombings, and radicalisation, and contrasts simplified Hollywood
blockbusters with more nuanced ‘Third Cinema’ depictions.®” Though many high-grossing
films simplify the terrorist figure, some popular titles portray them as political revolutionaries,
engaged in legitimate guerrilla warfare, a framing that could easily be applied to portrayals of
eco-tage and eco-terrorism.®?

Existing research

No comprehensive studies assess the full body of eco-tage and eco-terrorism fiction film;
existing research focuses on a limited number of titles, analysing individual portrayals.

In Ecology and Popular Film, a chapter on eco-terrorism focuses mainly on Pale Rider (1985)%
and similar Westerns, where the authors discuss how environmental violence is framed as
justified vigilante action against corporate polluters, with the lone hero defending a traditional
and sustainable way of life.®®
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Conversely, Todd Borlik analyses Pom Poko (1994),°¢ highlighting its ambiguous stance on
violence.®” The protagonist tanuki, magical Japanese raccoon dogs, engage in sabotage and
even Kkillings, with the film ultimately questioning the resistance’s effectiveness, ending with
the creatures’ reluctant assimilation into human society. Borlik sees a reflection of the tension
between traditional ecological values and modernity, advocating cultural resilience over
continued conflict.

Graid Uhlin’s article Monkeywrenched Images: Ecocinema and Sabotage analyses The East
(2013) and Night Moves (2013)° within a critique of eco-tage and eco-terrorism in film.®® He
argues such portrayals subvert commercial exploitation of environmental beauty by creating an
intentionally ‘ugly’ aesthetic. Uhlin notes both films highlight the dramatic and visual impact of
eco-tage while focusing on the personal costs for activists and the ethical dilemmas of violence.
Uhlin remarks that The East critiques radical tactics as theatrical and vengeance-driven, while
Night Moves presents environmental violence as a privileged, masculinist act with unintended
consequences, including paranoia and moral collapse.

Articlesoneco-tageandeco-terrorisminsuperherofilmsnotethepopularityofenvironmentalism
as an understandable motive for antagonists.”® "[Environmentalists] are perfect villains for our
times’, writes Sonny Bunch, ‘well-intended enough to often seem somewhat reasonable, but
meddlesome busybodies whose hopes and dreams are to radically reduce standards of living."”*
To be identified to the audience as supervillains threatening the hero(es)’s superior moral
worldview, environmentalists routinely employ disproportionate action. Michael Svoboda
notes to Cara Buckley, "[studios] create mass murderers who are the only ones fighting climate
change."”?

Together, these studies illustrate the diversity of cinematic portrayals of environmentally
motivated violence, from righteouslone heroes to destructive extremists. Yet their narrow scope,
limited to one or two cases, underscores the need for a more systematic approach. Analysing a
broader corpus would help identify recurring narratives, tropes, and moral framings, offering a
clearer basis for assessing whether such portrayals potentially shape discourse on legitimacy,
violence, and dissent, or remain too fragmented to exert consistent political influence.

Methodology

This study examines portrayals of eco-tage and eco-terrorism in influential fiction films released
between 1972-2023. The research maps box office performance (adjusted for inflation) and
release year against the severity of acts portrayed, the extent to which these acts are justified
within each narrative, and the feasibility of portrayals, identifying patterns within the corpus
which could potentially shape public perception. It is the first analysis performed across the full
body of relevant works, rather than isolated case studies.

Research design and rationale

This study focuses on portrayals of eco-tage and eco-terrorism not only for their contemporary
relevance but because they occupy a space of moral ambiguity, contested violence, and political
legitimacy. By examining a domain where activism, criminality, and terrorism blur, the analysis
speaks to broader questions of how fiction frames political conflict. In doing so, the study
contributes to growing research on popular media as a site of political meaning-making and
provides a foundation for assessing fiction’s role in shaping public imaginaries more broadly.
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Fiction films were chosen for study as they can evoke strong emotional responses and shape
beliefs while disguising persuasive intent, reaching wider audiences, and remaining unbound by
the factual constraints of documentary.”® Their creative freedom enables persuasive storytelling
through blends of typical and atypical elements, often yielding simplified or spectacular
narratives that distort audiences’ sense of real-world issues.”* The period 1972-2023 was
selected as it marks a growing cinematic and societal engagement with environmental themes.”

Corpus identification and selection criteria

In selecting films, ‘eco-tage’ and ‘eco-terrorism’ follow the definitions outlined earlier in this
article; films feature violence motivated, wholly or partly, by environmental aims, whether to
prevent harm, effect change, raise awareness, or instil fear. This encompasses violence against
property or people, regardless of direct connection to environmental harm. Acts may be shown,
planned, or discussed, but must be central to the plot. Films are included even when acts or
perpetrators bear limited or no resemblance to real-world feasibility for audiences, for example,
when narratives are situated in the past, future, or an alternate reality present, or when acts
involve the use of magic or science fiction. Films are also included even when environmentalism
is secondary to other motives such as self-defence, indigenous rights, or revenge. However,
this definition excludes non-violent methods of defending the environment, such as litigation,
corporate espionage, whistleblowing, peaceful protest, or civil disobedience, as depicted in
films such as Erin Brockovich (2000), Happy Feet (2006), and Dark Waters (2019).7¢

This definition excludes actions focused solely on animal welfare. While animal rights and
environmental activism often overlap, particularly in habitat protection, violence only in
defence of animals, such as lab rescues, industry sabotage, or anti-poaching efforts, is excluded
unless explicitly tied to wider environmental goals. Films like The Plague Dogs (1982), Gorillas
in the Mist (1988), Chicken Run (2000), 28 Days Later (2002), Fantastic Mr. Fox (2009), and Okja
(2017)77 are thus exempt. However, films of this description warrant further study, particularly
noting that the Animal Liberation Front (ALF), an organisation featured in Okja and closely
mimicked in 28 Days Later, was the first organisation named in James Jarboe’s seminal 2002
address on the threat of eco-terrorism.”®

Lastly, films are excluded where ecological collapse triggers societal issues, which then drive
the plot. For example, Soylent Green (1973), Elysium (2013), and Mad Max: Fury Road (2015)"°
depict dystopian futures predicated on environmental crises. However, the motivation for
violence in these films is linked to the resulting social structure and cruelty against people, not
the planet.

An extended list of 112 potential films was compiled from multiple sources to ensure a diverse
and representative selection:

¢ Film databases - IMDb, AllMovie, and Wikipedia were used to identify environmental fiction
films, with synopses assessed for relevance.®

e Academic literature - Films cited in studies on environmental themes in cinema.®!

e Media reviews - Films noted for environmental themes in critical reviews.

« Social cataloguing - Letterboxd lists featuring films linked to environmentalism.??

From this list, 15 documentaries were excluded, leaving 97 fiction films whose synopses and
coverage were assessed against the criteria for eco-tage and eco-terrorism. After removing 48
films that did not meet these criteria, 49 remained.
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Films were then prioritised for viewing based on influence criteria. ‘Influential’ films were
evidenced by:

« Significant commerecial success - Using box office performance (adjusted for inflation).

e Critical acclaim - Prestigious awards and positive reviews.

e Cultural impact - Featuring in public discourse, referenced in other media and popular
culture.

¢ Audience reach - Broad viewership, including international releases and streaming platform
availability.

Nine films were excluded for insufficient influence—such as low-budget or short films lacking
major release, awards, viewership, or broader commentary—leaving 40 films for initial viewing.
Of these, 32 met the defined criteria for eco-tage and eco-terrorism during initial watch and
were rewatched for detailed analysis. These films, listed in Appendix E, include titles from the
Marvel, DC, and James Bond franchises, as well as animated films by Disney, Pixar, [llumination,
and Studio Ghibli.®?

Instrument development (framework, qualitative codebook, and rubrics)

This study draws on Murray Smith’s Structures of Sympathy to examine how eco-tage and eco-
terrorism, and their perpetrators, are portrayed in influential fiction films.?* Smith’s framework
breaks down audience identification into three components: recognition, alignment, and
allegiance.

Recognition is the basic construction of characters and the audience’s ability to perceive them
as distinct individuals or groups. In this context, it involves clarifying who commits the violence,
what the acts entail, and how each relates to real-world forms of environmental violence that
audiences might encounter or plausibly imagine.

Alignment concerns the audience’s access to a character’s actions and inner life, through spatio-
temporal attachment (how much screen time they have) and subjective access (insight into
their thoughts and feelings). Techniques such as voice-over or single shots can foster alignment,
helping audiences understand the motivations and emotional stakes underlying acts.

Allegiance relates to the audience’s moral evaluation of a character, shaped by the ethical
framing of their goals, actions, and circumstances. Allegiance does not require approval of their
methods, but rather a broader sympathy with their cause or well-being. Films can encourage
allegiance by highlighting injustices that characters are resisting and the ethical dilemmas they
face.

This framework for coding visual and textual data from films was operationalised through a
qualitative codebook, Appendix A, which includes definitions, application conditions, units of
analysis, and illustrative examples across the following categories:

¢ Recognition: Act - How acts of eco-tage or eco-terrorism are shown or referenced, including
whether acts are feasible in real life

e Recognition: Perpetrator - How the perpetrator(s) are shown or referenced

e Alignment: Screen Time - Proportion of time the perpetrator(s) appear onscreen

¢ Alignment: Subjective Access - Insight into perpetrator(s)’ inner thoughts or feelings

e Allegiance: Motivation — Reasons behind act(s) of eco-tage or eco-terrorism

e Allegiance: Methods - Specific act(s) of eco-tage or eco-terrorism performed

e Allegiance: Outcomes - Consequences of the act(s), including immediate, long-term, societal,
and personal effects
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e Allegiance: Morality - How the perpetrator(s)’ moral values are depicted

e Allegiance: Rationality - Whether perpetrator(s) are portrayed as rational actors

e Allegiance: Sympathy - Whether perpetrator(s) are depicted sympathetically

e Allegiance: Complexity - Whether perpetrator(s) are shown as multidimensional figures
with nuanced motivations

Once coding was complete, data were assessed using three rubrics to assign values for the
justification, severity, and feasibility of portrayals: Appendices B, C, and D, respectively.®

The Justification Rubric, Appendix B, assigns each film a ‘Justification Rating’ on a 0-10 scale,
utilising Murray Smith’s Structures of Sympathy.8® The rubric operationalises portrayal by closely
assessing validation, sympathy, and consequences in relation to the most extreme planned or
enacted violence depicted. Score categories are as follows:

¢ 0-0.4 (Fully Condemned, Unjustified, and Negative)

¢ 0.5-2.4 (Mostly Unjustified with Minimal Sympathy)

e 2.5-4.4 (Partially Justified but Heavily Condemned)

¢ 4.5-5.4 (Mixed Portrayal; Balanced Justification and Critique)
¢ 5.5-7.4 (Largely Justified with Significant Sympathy)

¢ 7.5-9.4 (Fully Justified and Sympathetically Portrayed)

¢ 9.5-10 (Exceptionally Justified and Heroically Portrayed)

The Severity Rubric, Appendix C, assigns a parallel 0-11 scale adapted from the UK Office for
National Statistics’ Crime Severity Score to quantify the severity of both planned and enacted
violence depicted in each film.%” The rubric provides descriptions and illustrative examples of
specific acts. Score categories are as follows:

¢ 0-0.9 (No Acts)

e 1-1.9 (Minor Property Damage)

e 2-2.9 (Moderate Property Damage)

¢ 3-3.9 (Major Property/Infrastructure Damage)
¢ 4-4.9 (Threat of Violence/Physical Confrontation)
¢ 5-5.9 (Assault or Attempted Killing)

¢ 5-5.9 (Killing of a Sentient Non-Human)

¢ 6-6.9 (Killing 1-10 People)

e 7-7.9 (Killing 10-99 People)

¢ 8-8.9 (Killing 100-9,999 People)

* 9-9.9 (Killing 10,000-999,999,999)

¢ 10-10.9 (Large-Scale Destruction of Humanity)

The Feasibility Rubric, Appendix D, uses the ‘Recognition: Act’ coding data to assess the
plausibility of portrayals in each film, supported by contextual information from Michael
Loadenthal’s “Eco-Terrorism”: An Incident-Driven History of Attack (1973-2010) and the National
Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Response to Terrorism (START)'’s Global Terrorism
Database (GTD).%8

The rubric provides descriptive criteria and illustrative examples for each category:

» High Feasibility (Portrayals depict acts that could plausibly be carried out by humans using
currently or historically available means and technology)

e Mixed Feasibility (Portrayals combine realistic and speculative elements, making them
partially plausible to audiences)
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e Low Feasibility (Portrayals are impossible in real life, relying on fantastical, science-fictional,
or otherwise implausible elements)

Appendix E provides the complete film-level dataset in spreadsheet format, covering all 32
titles with coded scores on justification (referred to as ‘Justification Rating), severity (‘Severity
Rating’), feasibility (‘Feasibility Rating’), and other associated variables, including year of
release, inflation-adjusted box office returns (2023 USD), and plan enactment or failure. It also
includes advanced statistics for each measure and the resulting correlation matrix.

Collectively, these appendices ensure transparency of coding decisions, support reproducibility,
and enable independent reanalysis.

Implementation

The qualitative codebook and rubrics were applied by a single coder to ensure consistent,
contextualised interpretation.?” Consistent with critical qualitative methods, this approach
prioritises interpretive depth and coherence, making it particularly suited to capturing the
nuances of the study, such as those concerning moral ambiguity, character alignment, and
audience allegiance.”® As such, multiple coders and inter-coder reliability were less suitable
for this study, as analysis prioritised interpretation over more rigid investigations, such as the
counting or categorisation of acts and perpetrators.®!

Results and Discussion

Table 1 and Figure 1 show that few influential fiction films depicted eco-tage or eco-terrorism
inthe 1970s and 1980s. The 1990s saw an increase, likely reflecting a broader rise in terrorism-
themed films and awareness of radical environmentalism. These earlier films addressed
tangible environmental destruction, such as deforestation and pollution, and ranged widely
in box office returns. A noticeable decline followed in the early 2000s, possibly reflecting
post-9/11 sensitivities around depictions of terrorism in entertainment media, as previously
discussed, bifurcating the films.

From 2008 onward, depictions re-emerged, though with a distinct divide in box office
performance; no films earned between $5 million and $300 million (adjusted for inflation),
perhaps symptomatic of the wider decline of mid-budget cinema. More recent films tended
to address broader, more abstract concerns like climate change, overpopulation, and human
dominance over nature, echoing the shift in global environmental discourse from local harm to
planetary-scale threats.

Of the 32 films surveyed, the majority (n=17) were Low Feasibility, predominantly due to the
use of science fiction and fantasy elements within both narrative and violence depicted. In fact,
as of September 2024, the three highest-grossing films of all time, Avatar (2009), Avengers:
Endgame (2019), and Avatar: The Way of Water (2022),°% all feature eco-tage or eco-terrorism
deemed as Low Feasibility.”®> Among pre-9/11 releases, no clear relationship emerges between
box office performance and the feasibility of portrayal. In contrast, post-9/11 releases show a
pronounced trend: high-grossing films predominantly feature Low Feasibility portrayals, while
High Feasibility portrayals tend to correspond with lower box office returns.
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Table 1: Influential fiction films depicting eco-tage and eco-terrorism.

Category Number of films
List of films for study 112
Films excluded as documentary 15
Films excluded due to not meeting the study’s definition of ‘eco-tage’ |48
and ‘eco-terrorism’ (synopsis and discourse analysis)

Films excluded due to not meeting the study’s definition of ‘influential’ |9
Films excluded due to not meeting the study’s definition of ‘eco-tage’ |8
and ‘eco-terrorism’ (initial viewing analysis)

Films coded (all inclusion criteria met) 32
Decade of release

1970s 2
1980s 2
1990s 11
2000s 4
2010s 10
2020s (up to 2023) 3
International Box Office (Adjusted for Inflation) (2023 $)

<1 million 2
1 million-10 million 6
10 million-100 million 5
100 million-1 billion 14
>1 billion 5
Feasibility Rating*

High Feasibility 10
Mixed Feasibility 5
Low Feasibility 17
*See Appendix D%

Figure 1: Relationship between ‘Year of Release, ‘International Box Office, Adjusted for Inflation (2023 $); and ‘Fea-
sibility Rating’ in influential fiction films depicting eco-tage and eco-terrorism.
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Table 2 shows that High Feasibility portrayals tended to feature higher moral justification,
lower extremity of justification, and lower severity of planned or enacted violence than Mixed
and Low Feasibility portrayals, as well as markedly lower box office returns. These patterns
suggest that higher-grossing films prioritise spectacle and scale over realistic depictions of
environmental violence. This, in turn, implies reduced audience exposure to more nuanced
narratives that engage with or resemble real-world acts of eco-tage and eco-terrorism.

Table 2: Average metrics of ‘High Feasibility, ‘Mixed Feasibility, and ‘Low Feasibility’ films

Mean Value of Metric g;glslibility g:al:sei(li)ility :“::;ibility
International Box Office (2023 $) | 210,000,000 |300,000,000 |991,000,000
Justification Rating 7.0 5.0 5.1
Extremity of Justification 0.7 0.8 1.0
grililzizgiec\gerity Rating of 50 6.9 71

Highest Severity Rating of

Planned act, which is more severe | 7.5 9.1 10.0

than any Enacted act

Planned actor Enactedact |0 75 &

Table 3 shows the variation in the severity of violence depicted, both enacted and planned.
Acts included sabotage, property destruction, threats, kidnapping, assault, killing, mass killing,
and attempts to eradicate humanity. Some perpetrators target infrastructure or polluters
specifically to prevent harm, while others act out of revenge, with violence serving no direct
environmental purpose.

Table 3: ‘Severity Rating’ of the most severe act(s) of eco-tage and eco-terrorism depicted in each film.

Severity Rating* Number of films - |Number of films - Number of films
Highest rating of |Highest rating of - Highest rating
Enacted act Planned act, where |ofPlanned act
(average=6.4) more severe than or Enacted act
any Enacted act (average=7.1)
(average=9.4)
0-0.9 (No Acts) 1 0 0
1-1.9 (Minor Property 0 0 0
Damage)
2-2.9 (Moderate Property |0 0 0
Damage)
3-3.9 (Major Property/ |3 0 3
Infrastructure Damage)
4-4.9 (Threat of 2 0 2
Violence/Physical
Confrontation)
5-5.9 (Assault or 3 0 1
Attempted Killing)
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5-5.9 (Killing of a 2 0 2
Sentient Non-Human)

6-6.9 (Killing 1-10 8 0 7
People)

7-7.9 (Killing 10-99 3 1 4
People)

8-8.9 (Killing 100-9,999 |4 2 5
People)

9-9.9 (Killing 10,000- 6 3 4
999,999,999)

10-10.9 (Large-Scale 0 4 4
Destruction of Humanity)

*See Appendix C*°

In 10 of the 32 films analysed, planned acts, more severe than any enacted, are either thwarted
or abandoned; three would have resulted in large-scale deaths, and seven in total or near-total
human extinction. In all but one of these cases, less severe acts are still carried out.

Table 4 shows that the majority of films portrayed eco-tage and eco-terrorism as largely, fully,
or exceptionally justified (20 of the 32 films), though the nature of these depictions varied
considerably. Validation and sympathy were often conveyed through insight into characters’
thoughts, via monologues, dialogue, flashbacks, voiceover, and cinematography, revealing
motivations such as revenge, duty, or radical beliefs. Justification was shaped by whether
plans succeeded, were thwarted, or were abandoned, as well as by the personal and societal
consequences that followed.

Table 4: ‘Justification Rating’ of acts of eco-tage and eco-terrorism in influential fiction films.

Justification Rating” (average=5.7, standard deviation=2.9) Number of films
0-0.4 (Fully Condemned, Unjustified, and Negative) 0
0.5-2.4 (Mostly Unjustified with Minimal Sympathy) 7

2.5-4.4 (Partially Justified but Heavily Condemned)

4.5-5.4 (Mixed Portrayal; Balanced Justification and Critique)
5.5-7.4 (Largely Justified with Significant Sympathy)

7.5-9.4 (Fully Justified and Sympathetically Portrayed)
9.5-10 (Exceptionally Justified and Heroically Portrayed)

el Ll el e
—_

*See Appendix B%®

Films that justify environmental violence typically present it as a secondary motive, alongside
more immediate concerns like self-defence, war, protection of others, or land rights. In contrast,
films with no or limited justification often portrayed environmentalism as the sole motivator,
with acts endangering human safety. Most protagonists outside of the scales’ extremes were
shown to wrestle with this moral tension between environmental goals and potential harm to
others.

Table 5 and Figure 2 show a strong negative correlation between ‘Justification Rating’ and
‘Greater of Planned or Enacted Severity Rating’ (-0.74), meaning films with more extreme
acts of environmental violence, planned or enacted, were less likely to justify them. The most
extreme acts were strongly correlated with plan failure (0.70), and failed plans correlated
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with less justification for violence (-0.70). This suggests two common tropes: villains planning
extreme, unjustified violence that fails, and heroes committing moderate acts of eco-tage or
eco-terrorism, which are justified and succeed.

Table 5: Correlation matrix between quantified variables of each film.

Justification |Extremity of |Enacted |Greater of|Plan |Year of |Internation-
Rating Justification* | Act Planned |Fails? |Release |al Box Office
Severity |or (Adjusted
Rating |Enacted for Inflation)
Severity (2023 %)
Rating

Justification 1.00

Rating

Extremity of -0.35 1.00

Justification*

Enacted Act -0.51 0.47 1.00

Severity Rating

Greater of -0.74 0.42 0.74 1.00

Planned or

Enacted Severity

Rating

Plan Fails? -0.70 0.35 0.24 0.70 1.00

Year of Release |-0.14 0.51 0.11 0.26 0.29 [1.00

International -0.14 0.43 0.47 0.47 0.07 |0.38 1.00

Box Office

(Adjusted for

Inflation) (2023

$)

*Extremity of Justification is the absolute value of the z-score of the Justification Rating, measuring the

distance a film'’s Justification Rating is away from the mean, in standard deviations. Extreme values of

Justification Rating (close to 0 or 10) create the highest Extremity of Justification.
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Figure 2: Relationship between ‘Justification Rating’ and ‘Severity Rating’ for films, noting where films have differ-
ent scores for ‘Enacted’ and ‘Planned but Not Enacted’ violence.
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Additionally, Table 5 shows a moderate positive correlation between ‘International Box Office
(Adjusted for Inflation) (2023 $)’ and ‘Greater of Planned or Enacted Severity Rating’ (0.47),
but no meaningful relationship between box office performance and justification (-0.14). This
suggests higher-grossing films are more likely to depict severe violence but no clear trend
toward heroism or villainy, highlighting the spectacle-driven nature of such films.

Table 5 and Figure 3 show a moderate positive correlation between ‘International Box Office
(Adjusted for Inflation) (2023 $)’ and ‘Extremity of Justification’ (0.43), indicating that higher-
grossing films tend to portray environmental violence as either very justified or unjustified. In
contrast, lower-grossing films typically feature more mixed justifications. Additionally, there
is a moderate positive correlation between ‘Year of Release’ and ‘Extremity of Justification’
(0.51), suggesting depictions have become more polarised over time, with violence increasingly
portrayed as either heroic or villainous.
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Figure 3: Relationship between ‘Justification Rating, ‘Year of Release; and ‘International Box Office (Adjusted for
Inflation) (2023 $).
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Figure 4, supported by Table 5, shows a clear gap in portrayals over recent decades: nuanced
and feasible depictions have become rarer and are mostly confined to lower-grossing films,
limiting their potential influence on public perceptions, while high-grossing, low-feasibility
portrayals now dominate.

Figure 4: Relationship between ‘[ustification Rating, ‘Year of Release; ‘International Box Office (Adjusted for Infla-
tion) (2023 $); and ‘Feasibility Rating’ with highlighted gap.
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Categorisation

Based on qualitative analysis of each film in the corpus, six, sometimes overlapping, categories

of portrayal were identified, as shown in Table 6 and Figure 5.

Table 6: Film categorisation.

Category

Films

Blockbuster - The

Environmental Hero

The China Syndrome (1979), Pale Rider (1985), Dances with
Wolves (1990), On Deadly Ground (1994), Fire Down Below
(1997), Quantum of Solace (2008), Avatar (2009), Avatar: Way
of Water (2022), Meg 2: The Trench (2023)°’

Blockbuster - The
Environmental Villain

12 Monkeys (1995), Batman & Robin (1997), The Day the
Earth Stood Still (2008), Kingsman: The Secret Service (2014),
Aquaman (2018), Avengers: Infinity War (2018), Avengers:
Endgame (2019), Godzilla: King of the Monsters (2019)%®

Children’s Films - US

Jetsons: The Movie (1990), FernGully: The Last Rainforest
(1992), Pocahontas (1995), WALL-E (2008), The Lorax (2012)*°

Children’s Films - Japan

Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind (1984), Pom Poko (1994),
and Princess Mononoke (1997)%°

Ethical Dilemma - Being
Convinced by Eco-tage

and Eco-terrorism

Dances with Wolves (1990), Clearcut (1991), Avatar (2009),
The East (2013), First Reformed (2017), How to Blow Up a
Pipeline (2022)

Ethical Dilemma - Being
Dissuaded from Eco-tage

and Eco-terrorism

Silent Running (1972), The Day the Earth Stood Still (2008),
Night Moves (2013), First Reformed (2017), Woman at War
(2018)'02
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Figure 5: Relationship between ‘Justification Rating, ‘Year of Release; and ‘International Box Office (Adjusted for
Inflation) (2023 $)’
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The variance in portrayals of eco-tage and eco-terrorism across fiction film may initially appear
to support Bennett and Iyengar’s claim that media in this corpus is fragmented and therefore
limits potential persuasive power.1® However, over 98 percent of total box office revenue comes
from Hollywood blockbusters and US children’s films, which overwhelmingly present polarised
framings, either strongly justified or vilified. These dominate public exposure, overshadowing
the more nuanced depictions found in lower-grossing ethical dilemma narratives. This pattern
suggests portrayals are less fragmented than they appear, reflecting two dominant sets of
consistent moral framings, with the greatest potential influence on public discourse around
legitimacy, dissent, and threat concerning environmental violence. The implications for
audience perceptions of eco-tage and eco-terrorism, shaped by both dominant and marginal
narratives, require further empirical investigation.

The categorisation that follows offers high-level descriptions of these narrative clusters,
alongside hypotheses regarding their likely audience effects, and is intended to serve as a
foundation for further study.

Blockbuster - The Environmental Hero

Films in this category are high-grossing, often simplified titles, in which protagonists commit
violent acts, justified at least in part by environmental motivations. While environmental
degradation drives the plot, the hero’s actions and motivations are primarily framed around
survival, justice, or protecting loved ones.

Protagonists dominate screen time, supported by accomplices or sympathetic communities,
creating emotional alignment through dialogue and shared purpose. This can include colleagues
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(e.g., The China Syndrome, Quantum of Solace, Avatar, Meg 2: The Trench) or local communities
and/or love interests (Pale Rider, Dances with Wolves, On Deadly Ground, Fire Down Below,
Avatar).

The protagonist in Avatar, a bereaved, disabled ex-Marine, becomes sympathetic through
vulnerability, humour, and curiosity. Initially dismissive of an alien race’s bond with nature,
his transformation is narrated via a video diary, offering insight as he integrates into their
community and forms a romantic bond with their princess. The tribe’s suffering at the hands of
human colonisers, who seek a valuable mineral and threaten their sacred environment, aligns
audience sympathy with their resistance, culminating in sabotage and large-scale violence that
expels the invaders and halts ecological destruction.

The Environmental Hero is typically opposed by a villain motivated by greed, exploitation, and
conquest at the expense of ecosystems and vulnerable communities. On Deadly Ground pits the
hero against a corrupt oil executive polluting Alaska and disregarding Indigenous peoples; Fire
Down Below features a coal magnate colluding with law enforcement to dump toxic waste in
Appalachia; Quantum of Solace’s villain dams Bolivia’s water supply and installs a dictator to
secure monopoly rights. In Meg 2: The Trench, a billionaire and her mercenary oversee illegal
deep-sea mining until, at the climax, one is devoured by sea-lizards and the other is kicked into
the mouth of a prehistoric shark. “See you later, chum!” the hero quips.

The villain is typically the first to use violence, prompting the protagonist’s retaliation, framing
violence as self-defence or retribution; environmentalism alone rarely secures audience
sympathy. In Pale Rider, mining tycoon LaHood sends men to intimidate locals, leading the
protagonist, Preacher, toaviolentresponse. Only later does Preacher discover the environmental
damage: “He’s been using big hydraulic monitors. They blow a place to hell,” a miner explains.
The hero’s violence is portrayed as morally justified, responding to immediate threats rather
than acting purely on principle. This necessity is reinforced when legal avenues are shown to
be ineffective or corrupt. “Isn’t there any law around, someone you can take your case to?” asks
Preacher. “Even if there was, LaHood would own them...not much a lawman could do,” comes
the reply. This breakdown of justice legitimises environmental vigilantism.

Protagonist-led violence typically includes the assault or killing of main villains and their often-
nameless subordinates, as well as property destruction aimed at halting environmental harm,
like the demolition of an oil refinery in On Deadly Ground or a hydraulic mining monitor in
Pale Rider. These acts are depicted triumphantly, with little attention to collateral damage. In
The China Syndrome, whistleblower Jack Godell uses a gun to take control of a nuclear reactor,
threatening workers to prevent a meltdown. His actions are not questioned; instead, his death
cements him as a martyr: “He was a hero,” a colleague tells a reporter. In Dances with Wolves,
ex-soldier John Dunbar joins the Sioux resistance, confronting both cultural oppression and
environmental destruction. His climactic violence against US troops is framed as noble: “I did
not mind Kkilling those men. I was glad to do it,” Dunbar declares.

However, victories are often symbolic. Years after their expulsion depicted in Avatar, humans
return to the planet Pandora in the sequel, Avatar: The Way of Water; Earth’s deepening
ecological collapse has made Pandora a target not only for resource extraction, but for full-scale
colonisation. In Dances with Wolves, a short text at the end of the film decrees, ‘Thirteen years
later, their homes destroyed, their buffalo gone, the last band of free Sioux submitted to white
authority’ On Deadly Ground concludes with a call-to-action monologue that remains relevant
decades later, condemning corporate and government collusion in environmental destruction
and calling for collective action to hold polluters accountable.
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By centring protagonists who take illegal action against powerful interests, these films may
contribute to a broader narrative that frames militant environmentalism as moral self-defence.
However, this risks oversimplifying complex politics, sidelining non-violent activism, and
obscuring the potential harms of violence, including inadvertent casualties and increased state
repression.

Blockbuster - The Environmental Villain

Films in this category frame eco-tage and eco-terrorism as not only morally wrong, but
apocalyptic. Antagonists in these low- and mixed-feasibility films seek to save the environment
through mass violence on a planetary or universal scale, however, their plans are usually
thwarted, their damage reversed, and/or they are killed or imprisoned by the protagonist.

Villains are often scientists (12 Monkeys, Batman & Robin, Kingsman: The Secret Service), aliens
(The Day the Earth Stood Still, Avengers: Infinity War, Avengers: Endgame), or military figures
(Aquaman, Godzilla: King of the Monsters), portrayed as intelligent but emotionally detached. In
12 Monkeys, a virologist plans to release a virus to curb overpopulation and its environmental
toll. Similarly, in Avengers: Infinity War, the alien warlord Thanos seeks to erase half of all life
to prevent resource depletion: “This universe is finite. Its resources, finite...It needs correction.”
Their logic is presented as cold and inhuman, with their villainy conveyed most thoroughly
through their willingness to harm innocents, particularly protagonists, shifting audience focus
from the logic of their goals to the threat they pose.

Villains often use monologues to justify their belief that human destruction is necessary to
save the planet. In Kingsman: The Secret Service, a tech billionaire turns to violence after failing
to address climate change through traditional means. Speaking to the US President, he says,
“Research, lobbying, years of study, billions of dollars, and you know why I quit? Because
the last time I checked, the planet was still fucked,” before unveiling his plan to trigger mass
population reduction via a lethal phone signal. While his intelligence and rationale might invite
sympathy, the film undermines him with a speech impediment, a fear of blood, and an over-the-
top American persona, contrasted with the gentlemanly British spy protagonists. His credibility
further unravels after he kills a sympathetic character and reveals his intention to save only the
global elite, making his ideology easier to dismiss.

While protagonists reject the villain’s violent methods, they do not dismiss environmentalism
itself. Instead, engagement with their motivation is minimal, often reduced to calls for peaceful
action. In Aquaman, the villain Orm confronts the titular hero with the damage caused by
humans: “..for a century, they have polluted our waters and poisoned our children...you’ve come
all this way to take sides against your own people?” Aquaman'’s only response is, “There are no
sides in a war like this,” adding, “we got some idiots running the show, but we’ve got some good
things too, alright?” offering no compelling alternative to violent resistance. In Batman & Robin,
Poison Ivy seeks to eradicate humanity so plants can reclaim the Earth. The hero, Batman, in his
alter ego as Bruce Wayne, can only suggest instead that she joins him at a corporate fundraiser
for a local botanic garden.

By using low- and mixed-feasibility portrayals that caricature ecological defenders, these
narratives create strawman depictions of real activists’ aims and tactics, heightening public
scepticism or anxiety about eco-tage and eco-terrorism. This framing risks delegitimising
genuine movements, bolstering support for increased surveillance and policing, and reinforcing
cultural norms that prioritise institutional, elite-led solutions over grassroots dissent.
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Children’s Films - US

These films tend to portray eco-tage and eco-terrorism positively, framing nature as something
to protect from human greed and exploitation. However, the use of low- and mixed-feasibility
portrayals, featuring fantasy, animation, and metaphor, softens environmental destruction
and resulting acts of resistance, making them more palatable for young audiences and their
guardians. Violence is only justified when all other actions have been exhausted, and the
resulting acts of resistance are generally mild, often limited to non-lethal fighting or property
destruction. The closest these films come to depicting killing for environmental causes is the
‘death’ of sentient but non-human characters in FernGully: The Last Rainforest and WALL-E.

In FernGully: The Last Rainforest, the protagonists sabotage the Leveler, a logging machine that
destroys the rainforest under the control of the malevolent entity Hexxus. The fairy protagonist
uses magic to stop the machine and imprison Hexxus in a tree, symbolising a victory for nature
over industrial greed. Similarly, Jetsons: The Movie shows the sabotage of harmful industrial
equipment to protect a cute alien race and their homes. Other than shoving the factory boss
to one side and a played-for-laughs kidnapping by the extraterrestrials, no serious harm is
depicted against human characters, ensuring the message remains accessible to children
without the harsher realities of real-world violence.

Fantasy softening of violence is also evident in WALL-E, where Earth’s population has been
evacuated into space following a pollution-induced ecocide. Violence unfolds as robots and a
space-cruise-ship captain protect the last surviving plant and sabotage the ship’s Al in order to
return humanity to Earth. In a realistic setting, armed robbery, a police shootout, and double
homicide would be too violent for a children’s film. However, using robots as stand-ins for
human victims makes the violence acceptable, despite their demonstrated sentience.

Pocahontas is the only US children’s film studied that questions the acceptability of violence
for environmental causes. The Powhatan tribe plans to attack English settlers for killing tribe
members and destroying land, but Pocahontas and Englishman John Smith intervene. The
planned violence, involving human targets, is more intense than in other films in the category;
the climax underscores the cost of potential war, through foreboding music and dark visuals,
before shifting to reconciliation. After Pocahontas’ pleas, the conflict is averted, and the chief
concludes, “We've all come here with anger in our hearts, but she comes with courage and
understanding.”

Just as the colonisers in Pocahontas come to recognise the value of nature and the communities
protecting it, so too do the miners in Jetsons: The Movie and the lumberjack in FernGully:
The Last Rainforest. Similarly, citizens in WALL-E and The Lorax are moved to support the
protagonists. In The Lorax, the hero destroys a city wall to expose environmental devastation
outside, prompting a crowd to banish the polluting business mogul, Aloysius O’Hare, and plant
the first tree in a generation. The final scene shows the land recovering and animals returning,
thanks to the protagonist’s necessary violence.

Aimed at young audiences, these films may shape early views of environmental activism and
political legitimacy. By portraying violence as non-lethal and fantastical, leaning into low- and
mixed-feasibility portrayals, they create a vision of protest that is both morally justified and
emotionally accessible. This legitimises resistance against destructive state and corporate
actors, but also obscures the harsh realities of such action. At the same time, these films draw
clear moral lines, framing violence as a last resort and harm to humans as unacceptable, offering
a political imaginary where resistance protects the vulnerable.
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Children’s Films - Japan

(English-dubbed versions of these Japanese films were analysed, as they are the most widely
distributed to English-speaking audiences and ensure consistency across categories; all
quotations are from these dubs.)

Japanese children’s films offer a more mixed portrayal of environmental conflict compared
to their US counterparts, exploring the tension between human needs and environmental
preservation, promoting balance and coexistence. Employing low-feasibility portrayals, these
films rely heavily on fantasy elements in their depictions of environmental conflict.

Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind depicts a post-apocalyptic world where toxic forests threaten
human survival but also work to purify the planet. The protagonist Nausicad seeks harmony,
using violence only to coerce humans obstructing this equilibrium. Unlike typical hero-versus-
villain stories, the film emphasises the need for balance, captured in Nausicad’s warning: “too
much fire gives birth to nothing.”

Pom Poko tells the story of tanuki, shape-shifting raccoon dogs who use magical abilities to
sabotage urban development encroaching on their forest home. In their most extreme act,
tanuki destroy construction machinery, killing several workers, with the threat, “If you don’t
want to be so accident-prone, keep off our forests and we'll leave you alone.” Although their
violence delays the project, the forest is ultimately destroyed. Many die during their fight, while
survivors face bleak futures, either being killed by urban life or reluctantly assimilating into
human society. The film presents a nuanced critique of eco-tage and eco-terrorism as desperate
but ultimately futile acts against unstoppable human expansion.

Princess Mononoke also presents a complex view of radical environmentalism. The story follows
Ashitaka, who navigates a conflict between industrial humans, led by Lady Eboshi, and the gods
and spirits of the forest, whose defence is led by San. San’s violence is driven by the desire to
protect the forest, butit is also fuelled by her hatred of humans. By contrast, Eboshi’s industrial
expansion damages the environment in order to sustain her workers, yet she demonstrates
compassion toward the marginalised, even as her success depends on nature’s destruction. The
film extends empathy to both sides without privileging either, framing anger itself as the true
adversary that all characters must ultimately confront. Ashitaka, pointing to his scar, warns,
“This is what hatred looks like...It's eating me alive, and very soon now it will kill me!” The film
ultimately suggests that violence is only justified when used to restore balance, not to deepen
conflict.

Unlike many others in the corpus, these films present eco-tage and eco-terrorism as morally
complex, prompting young audiences to consider the ethics of environmental violence. Rather
than portraying environmentalism as a simple battle of good versus evil, they emphasise trade-
offs and the mixed consequences of radical action, using low-feasibility portrayals to nurture
early political awareness and empathy for those driven to desperate acts of environmental
violence.

Ethical Dilemma - Being Convinced by Eco-tage and Eco-terrorism

In films within this category, the protagonist typically begins from a mainstream standpoint,
often regarding radical environmentalism as misguided or ineffective. For example, Sara, the
protagonist of The East, questions, “Why is it that self-righteousness always goes hand-in-hand
with resistance movements?” Alternatively, the protagonist may favour lawful, non-violent
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environmentalism, as seen with Reverend Toller in First Reformed, who, reflecting on the suicide
of an eco-terrorist parishioner,; says, “Michael was troubled but his cause was just. There’s no
reason to bring disrepute to that cause.”

As these narratives progress, a more radical secondary character typically highlights the
inadequacy of peaceful methods, and the protagonist becomes disillusioned by the slow pace
of change and the persistence of environmental destruction despite legal efforts. In Clearcut,
Maguire, a white lawyer, is transformed under the influence of Arthur, a First Nations man.
After Maguire’s courtroom efforts to protect indigenous land fail, Arthur insists violence is
necessary: “Be polite and see where it gets you with scum.” He coerces Maguire to take part
in the kidnapping and torture of a logging CEO and the killing of two police officers. Maguire
ultimately tries to Kill Arthur, coming to see violence as a necessity in the fight for survival, for
both himself and the environment. In Dances with Wolves, Avatar, and The East, the protagonist’s
conversion via a secondary character is supported by budding romance, a trope also seen in the
US children’s films FernGully: The Last Rainforest and Pocahontas.

In The East, the protagonist’s radicalisation stops short of full conversion to the cause; Sara
rejects the execution of a final act that would endanger lives, instead exposing environmental
crimes through peaceful whistleblowing. In How to Blow Up a Pipeline, however, the film pushes
further: counterarguments for peaceful action are dismissed (“It makes white people feel better.
It makes you feel better. And it does nothing!”), terrorism is portrayed as effective (“If the law
will not punish you, we will”), and violence is framed as resistance (“This was justified, this was
an act of self-defence”).

By portraying eco-tage and eco-terrorism as ethically complex or even necessary responses to
state and corporate inaction, these narratives potentially challenge dominant legal and moral
frameworks that deem such violence illegitimate. Across all levels of feasibility in portrayal,
they blur the line between protest and terrorism, inviting empathy for those breaking the law
to defend the planet. In doing so, they may shape public perceptions of environmental activism,
particularly as climate protests grow more confrontational and face increased state repression.

Ethical Dilemma - Being Dissuaded from Eco-tage and Eco-terrorism

Films in this category depict protagonists who support environmental violence yet struggle
with their conscience and the consequences of their actions. Love and compassion often guide
them toward peaceful alternatives, ultimately leading them to reject radical environmentalism.
In The Day the Earth Stood Still, Klaatu, a hyper-rational alien, abandons his plan to destroy
humanity to save Earth after forming a bond with a boy and his mother, realising humanity can
adapt: “At the precipice, we change.” In Woman at War, the protagonist’s eco-tage campaign to
protect Iceland’s environment ends when she learns she’s been approved to adopt a Ukrainian
orphan, prompting her to abandon her criminal activism. Having at first been swayed towards
radical environmentalism, First Reformed later uses love and human connection to steer its
protagonist away from violence. Reverend Toller, despairing over environmental destruction
and influenced by radical parishioner Michael, prepares to use a suicide vest. However, in a
moment of moral clarity, he abandons the plan, embracing and kissing Michael’s widow, Mary,
as the camera spins around them before cutting to black.

Conversely, Night Moves and Silent Running show violence early in the film, leaving protagonists
and audiences to confront the fallout. In Night Moves, a group of activists blows up a dam,
inadvertently killing a bystander. One member later overhears peers dismissing the act as
mere “theatre,” favouring slower, more principled methods. The film examines the moral
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and psychological costs of radicalism, culminating in one environmentalist killing another,
a stark illustration of how violence can fracture movements, while the cold cinematography
and score accentuate the bleakness of their choices. In Silent Running, set in a future where
Earth’s remaining forests are housed on cargo spaceships, astronaut Freeman kills crewmates
ordered to destroy them. Portrayed as unstable through close, shaky shots, in contrast to his
indifferent crew’s calm, wide framing, Freeman later expresses remorse: “They weren’t exactly
my friends...I don’t think that I'll ever be able to excuse what it is that I did, but I had to do it”
Though he preserves the forests, his suicide at the film’s climax underscores the tragic toll of
his actions.

By emphasising the psychological toll of violence and privileging love, care, and redemption
across all levels of feasibility, these films may reinforce dominant norms of legitimate protest
while delegitimising radical action. Activists are often depicted as tragic, unstable, or misguided,
implying that even just causes must align with liberal ideals of civility and conscience. Such
narratives can subtly uphold the state’s monopoly on force, casting unauthorised disruption as
dangerous, isolating, or futile, even in contexts of systemic collapse.

Conclusion and Future Work

David Pellow suggests that the rise of radical environmentalism during the 1970s, 1980s,
and 1990s may reflect not only a general increase in environmental consciousness, but also a
growing cultural awareness of intersectionality.'** As environmental concerns became entwined
with broader narratives of social justice and systemic oppression, perhaps both filmmakers
and activists alike began to frame ecological action within stories that resonated with multiple,
overlapping struggles. It can be theorised that the range of portrayals during this period—
varying in severity, justification, and feasibility—both reflected and contributed to a cultural
landscape in which acts of environmental violence were increasingly visible and, potentially,
more widely understood or engaged with.

However, the notable gap in films addressing this topic between 1998 and 2007 coincides with
one of the most active periods of eco-tage and eco-terrorism. This divergence may reflect the
post-9/11 legal and cultural suppression of radical environmentalism, which likely made the
production and funding of terrorism-related film projects less appealing in the immediate
aftermath of the attacks, and contributed to a decline in real-world acts of environmental
violence over the following decade and beyond.!%

Since 2008, when films depicting environmental violence began to once again be released,
portrayals have now become increasingly bifurcated: high-grossing films tend to frame
environmental violence through extreme binaries, such as apocalyptic threat or heroic salvation,
while lower-grossing titles instead explore morally complex and feasible acts that more closely
resemble real-world eco-tage and eco-terrorism.

Incident-based research shows that the vast majority of environmental violence occurs at
the lower end of the severity spectrum, primarily vandalism, sabotage, or arson.'’ Yet, the
predominance of low-feasibility, spectacular portrayals in widely viewed films risks potentially
skewing public and political perceptions away from this reality, portraying eco-activists
as extreme threats to human life.’?” It remains to be seen whether the current bifurcation
in film portrayals will persist alongside the historically low real-world incidence of eco-
terrorism and eco-tage. This pattern may reflect an entrenched cultural suppression of radical
environmentalism, even amid a renewed and growing public concern for environmental and
climate issues.
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Rik Scarce notes "social movements crave inspiration to keep them alive and vibrant."°® While
this study does not assess direct audience effects, the consistent narrative patterns identified
offer a basis for theorising how such portrayals may shape broader political imaginaries.
As political scientists increasingly see cultural artefacts as sites of ideological contestation,
entertainment media deserve greater attention for their role in potentially shaping public
attitudes towards dissent, violence, and state authority, especially regarding social movements
and acts labelled ‘terrorism’. Analysing how stories frame threats, tactics, and political actions
can reveal how popular culture may influence political possibilities.

The categorisation of eco-tage and eco-terrorism portrayals detailed herein intends to provide
a foundation for future research into fiction films’ political significance, generating hypotheses
about the influence of individual films, narrative clusters, or the entire corpus on discourse
and policy around radical environmentalism. It is my hope that future studies will deepen this
connection, empirically explore its effects, and consider how fiction might be used or challenged
to shape more informed narratives of environmental dissent in the future.

As The Lorax (2012) concludes: "UNLESS someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is
going to get better. It’s not."1%

Monty Gould is a sustainability consultant, academic, and screenwriter whose work examines
the role of environmental storytelling in shaping political discourse and institutional change. He
holds an MSc in Science Communication from Imperial College London and a BA in Economics and
Management from the University of Oxford.
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