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Sustainability has been at the forefront of public debate since the start of the 21st century. 
Initially, the debate focused on social inequalities and migration as result of fragile 
economies, corrupt governments and war. Then, climate change became the main target 
of discussion, with detractors preventing positive advance to solve problems. The global 
pandemic and its associated crisis, environmental and natural problems, resource 
shortages, social fracturing, economic disparities, among other calamities, have given us 
plenty of reasons to want to explore sustainability from different angles, including also 
cultural perspectives.  

At the end of the 20th-century, most theories focused on circular economy, bio-
based economy, or improving efficiency by means of technologies. Experience has shown 
that tech production has not been the solution. Instead, its rapid growth and the upgrading 
of products has become part of the problem, with the EU recently recognizing the need 
to extend obsolescence, for instance.1 

The term ‘sustainability’ was first used in a United Nations 1987 report entitled 
“Our Common Future”. Sustainable development was defined as “development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs.”  The definition focuses on actors (people) and their context (space 
and time). Thus, it offers a glimpse of a narrative where future generations bear the 
consequences of present day development goals, emerging as a property of global 
interdisciplinary sociocultural communities of practice.  

An integrated approach to systemic sustainability requires breaking up with the 
habit of treating stages of production or end-products, and looking at the connections –
intra and inter relations-  between the various elements that constitute our world. Such 
relations are simultaneously material (between human and nonhuman entities) and 
semiotic and axiological (between concepts). 

The present volume seeks to explore each of the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals in the UN 2015-2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development2 from a comparative 
perspective that integrates aspects of social sciences and humanities as well as the hard 
sciences, transforming STEM into STEAM education.  Different chapters will address 
different SDGs from a combined perspective with the aim of strengthening education in 
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sustainable development across world regions, which according to various reports is an 
urgent need.3 

Thus, the volume also addresses the ‘third mission’ in education, moving beyond 
conventional teaching to include research papers on practical problem-solving based 
learning with regards to sustainability. Evident in the contemporary emphasis on 
competence frameworks and soft skills, sustainable solutions include systemic and 
forward-looking forms of thinking in the face of the complexity and unpredictability, the 
ability to cooperate, negotiate, and participate in shared decision-making processes, as 
well as empathy and mutual understanding others’ needs, ideas and activities, among 
other skills.  

Together with education and other disciplines from the social sciences, the volume 
seeks the presence of knowledge coming from the humanities, with the exploration of 
eco-fables and other narratives across various media formats, for instance. Planetary 
warming, greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity decline, deforestation, are all present in 
speculative fiction and in science fiction. Hybrid graphic forms of fiction and non-fiction 
hold interesting prospects to engage in a dialogue with science, ecology, and topics related 
to sustainability and the environment. For instance, graphic journalist Josh Neufeld 
documents a family experience during Hurricane Katrina in his (2010) A.D.: New 
Orleans After the Deluge. Jay Hosler, an entomologist and biology professor, narrates the 
lifecycle of bees in Clan Apis (1998) and explains Darwin’s theory of evolution in The 
Sandwalk Adventures (2003) and Evolution (2011). Another example is The Beast That 
Ate The Earth (2004) by Chris Madden which deals with environmental dilemmas facing 
the world in the 21st century. The Great Pacific Garbage Patch, an island of floating trash 
in a remote area of the Northern Pacific Ocean more than twice the size of Texas, has 
inspired I'm Not a Plastic Bag (2012) by Rachel Hope Allison and nature conservationist 
Jeff Corwin, and Great Pacific, an ongoing series by Joe Harris and Martin Morazzo. 

French environmentalist, Philippe Squarzoni’s summarizes the current scientific 
consensus as reflected in the reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), and examines the responses to the crisis in Climate Changed (2014). Richard 
McGuire’s Here (2014) has been influential regarding the topic of climate change. Instead 
of focusing on a human character, the story develops around the passing of time in the 
corner of a room, moving beyond the scope of human temporality, and extending the plot 
to before and after human existence. Similarly, Rain (2019) by Mary and Bryan Talbot, 
examines the budding relationship between two women set against the 2015 floods in the 
north of England, global climate crisis, ecology, and sustainability. In India, Aranyaka: 
Book of the Forest (2019), by Amruta Patil  and  Devdutt Pattanaik, uses allegories, myth 
and philosophy to explore ancient forms of relationship with nature. All Quiet in 
Vikaspuri (2016) by Banerjee Sarnath is a dystopian landscape where neighbourhoods 
fight brutal battles against each other for the use of water, a prophecy of what might come 
in the future. Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land (2020) is a compelling read the effects of 
fracking on Indigenous lands, and on the capitalist interests behind the continued demand 
for fossil fuels which hinders the urgent need to move toward green energy. From the 
point of view of Science Fiction dystopian Anthropocene narratives, Cixin Liu, one of 
the most prolific and popular science fiction writers in China, has penned in 2021 a series 
of graphic novels including Sea of Dreams, and The Wandering Earth. 

Sustainability and political ecology also involve the struggle for animal rights. 
Sue Coe’s Cruel: Bearing Witness to Animal Exploitation (2012) is a heart-stirring work 
seeking to enlighten people on the cruelty performed in animals. Her most recent graphic 

 
3 https://www.eea.europa.eu/policy-documents/com-2010-2020-europe-2020  



narrative Pit’s Letter (2000) examines human civilisation from the perspective of a 
laboratory dog, making visible the hidden atrocities in the treatment of animals. Stephanie 
McMillan’s and Derrick Jensen’s As the World Burns: 50 simple things you can do to 
stay in denial, or Nick Hayes’ (2011) The Rime of the Modern Mariner, a contemporary 
version of Coleridge’s poem, are graphic narratives that struggle to make people care 
against a backdrop of global catastrophe and ecocide.  

Along these lines, this special issue will explore the role interdisciplinary 
narratives in the Anthropocene, focusing in particular in topics involving ecology, 
sustainability, the environment, as well as veganism and animal concerns. 
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