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Note from the Editors  

The newest issue of Springs: The Rachel Carson Center Review opens with a dive into the world of 
ĥŷŭŐĥƟǸțĤıņŷƙıțıŭĤĉƙţŐŮŇțŷŮțĉțņŐıŦīƦƙŐƖțĉĥƙŷƟƟțĉŮț ƙĥƦŐĥțƙıƟıĉƙĥōțƟƦĉƦŐŷŮǸțZŐŮŦĉŮīșƟțĤŷƙıĉŦțņŷƙıƟƦƟǸț
and the eroding riverbanks of Bangladesh. Three essays, a visual narrative, a short story, and an 
interview join for ces to uncover missing pieces in our quest to understand humanȎenvironment 
interactions.  

dŮțȖEcocomics: Vivid Worlds in Images and TextǸȗțŦŐƦıƙĉƙǇțƟĥōŷŦĉƙțsƫŦŐĉțLudewig illustrates how comics 
materialize key  environmental insights , not just for specialists but for all interested readers. On a 
ŇƙĉŮīțƦŷƫƙțƦōƙŷƫŇōțĥŷŭŭŷŮțƦōıŭıƟțĉŮīțņŷƙŭĉŦțņıĉƦƫƙıƟǸțǁıțŦıĉƙŮțĉĤŷƫƦțƦōıțŇıŮƙıșƟțņĉǀŷƙțƦŷǁĉƙīț
ȖŮŷŮĉŮƦōƙŷƖŷĥıŮƦƙŐĥțĥōĉƙĉĥƦıƙƟțĉŮīțƟƦŷƙŐıƟ ǁŐƦōțĉțĥıƙƦĉŐŮțŮŷŮĥōĉŦĉŮĥıǽȗ 

Anthropologist Davide Orsini and historian Uwe Lübken shed light on nuclear decommissioning in 
ƦōıŐƙț ĥŷŮǀıƙƟĉƦŐŷŮț ĉĤŷƫƦț @ĉǀŐīıșƟț õŷŦţƟǁĉŇıŮț ZŷƫŮīĉƦŐŷŮț :ōĉŮŇıǺț ƖƙŷŠıĥƦț Ȗ(Dis)Empowered 
CommunitiesǽȗțÚōıțņŐŮĉŦțȖƖōĉƟıțŐŮțƦōıțŦŐņıțĥǇĥŦıțŷņțŮƫĥŦıĉƙțņĉĥŐŦŐƦŐıƟȗțŮŷƦțŷŮŦǇțƙĉŐƟıƟțƘƫıƟƦŐŷŮƟțĉĤŷƫƦț
contamination and future use of the sites, as Davide explains, but also shapes the cultural and  
physical landscapes of local communities.  

õŐƟƫĉŦțĉŮīțıŮǀŐƙŷŮŭıŮƦĉŦțĉŮƦōƙŷƖŷŦŷŇŐƟƦțZŦŷƙĉț ĉƙǇț9ĉƙƦŦıƦƦșƟțƖōŷƦŷŇƙĉƖōŐĥțȖPortrait of an Arctic 
Research StationȗțŐŮǀŐƦıƟțƫƟțƦŷ northern Sweden to observe the exchanges of people, materials, and 
ţŮŷǁŦıīŇıțȖĤıƦǁııŮțŐŮƟŐīıțĉŮīțŷƫƦǽȗțAt Tarfala  Research Station, boundaries between the buildings 
and their surroundings blur, and  weather and landscape bec ome active agents in ZŦŷƙĉșƟ image-
making process. 

aŐƟƦŷƙŐĉŮț ŷŮŐĥĉțõĉƟŐŦıșƟțȖEagles, Marmots, Humansȗțfollows two biologists working in the field, 
ĉŮīțĉƟţƟțȖǁōĉƦțţŐŮīțŷņțƫŮīıƙƟƦĉŮīŐŮŇțŭŐŇōƦțƙıƖĉŐƙțŷƫƙțņƙĉĥƦƫƙıīțƙıŦĉƦŐŷŮƟōŐƖțǁŐƦōțǁŐŦīŦŐņıǽȗțÚōıț
ƟĥŐıŮƦŐƟƦșƟțǁŷƙţǸțĉƟț ŷŮŐĥĉțņŐŮīƟǸțŐƟțŮŷƦțŠƫƟƦțĉŮĉŦǇƦŐĥĉŦțĤƫƦțīııƖŦǇțȖıŭĤŷīŐıīțĉŮīțıǆƖıƙŐıŮƦŐĉŦȗȍ
showing that conservation begins with the relationships built in the field.  

Gender-studies scholar Amrita Dasgupta documents the precarious existence of sex workers in 
Bangladesh who reside on the banks of the Passur River. As sea-level rise and erosion eat away 
their  occupational land, ƦōıǇț Ĥıĥŷŭıț ȖPuppets at the Hands of Water ȗț ĉŮīț ĉƙıț ȖƙıŮīıƙıīț
amphibiousȍǁŷƙţŐŮŇțĤŷƦōțŷŮțŦĉŮīțĉŮīțǁĉƦıƙǽȗț 

In cultural -ƟƦƫīŐıƟțƟĥōŷŦĉƙțuĉƦĉț9ıŐŦŐŮșƟțƟōŷƙƦțƟƦŷƙǇțȖStep AwayǸȗțEve, a renowned professor of 
environmental law, has achieved academic success and international recognition, yet feels an 
emptiness beneath her busy life. At  a seminar on environmental conflicts in the Amazonian jungle 
she meets Ené, a Waorani lawyer who invites her to her village ȍwhere the boundaries between both 
women blur, transforming Eve in ways she could have never anticipated.  

Beyond these exciting additions, Springs continues its efforts to assemble writing from other open -
access RCC publications. Our Springs archive curates  articles from the online and print journal 
RCC Perspectives (2010Ȏ2020), the peer -reviewed online journal Arcadia: Explorations in 
Environmental HistoryǸțĉŮīțƖƫĤŦŐĥĉƦŐŷŮƟțņƙŷŭțÌ::șƟțŭƫŦƦŐŇıŮƙıțıĥŷƖıīŐĉǸțSeeing the Woods. 

 

 

Munich,  
4 November  2025 
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Julia Ludewig  
 

dțŇƙıǁțƫƖțŷŮț@ŐƟŮıǇșƟțDuck Tales (1988Ȏ) comics, casually enraptured by the adventures of ducks, 
ŭŐĥıǸțĉŮīțīŷŇƟǽțwĉƦıƙǸțdțıŮĥŷƫŮƦıƙıīțƦōıțĥōŐŦŦŐŮŇțţŐŮīțŷņțƙĉƖƦƫƙıțƦōĉƦțĥŷŭıƟțǁŐƦōț ƙƦțÒƖŐıŇıŦŭĉŮșƟț
Maus (1992), a Shoah family memoir in comics  form and likewise a page -turner with mice and cat 
protagonists. Yet another foray took me into abstract comics where blobs and squiggly lines were 
ƦōıțŷŮŦǇțȖƖƙŷƦĉŇŷŮŐƟƦȗțĉǀĉŐŦĉĤŦıǽțdŮțōŐŮīƟŐŇōƦǸțdțĉƖƖƙıĥŐĉƦıțōŷǁțŮŷƙŭĉŦțŐƦțŐƟțņŷƙțĥŷŭŐĥƟțƦŷțņıĉƦƫƙıț
nonhuman agents. Comics invite nonanthropocentric characters and stories with a certain 
nonchalance, and they do so arguably not despite, but because ƦōıǇșǀıțĤııŮțĉțŭĉƙŇŐŮĉŦțŭıīŐƫŭț
for a long time: The cover of a lesser literature left much space for artistic libe rty. Add to that 
ĥŷŭŐĥƟșțŐŮōıƙıŮƦțŭƫŦƦŐŭŷīĉŦțĥŷŭƖŦıǆŐƦǇǸțƦōĉƦțŐƟțƦŷțƟĉǇǸțƦōıțņĉĥƦțƦōĉƦțƦōıǇțƟƦŐƦĥōțƦŷŇıƦōıƙțŐŭĉŇıƟțĉŮīț
text. By nature, then, comics ask a lot of readers. It should therefore not surprise us that, thematically 
and structurally, comics are w ell suited for complex topics including those that pertain to the relation 
between humans and the environmentȍƦōıțŇıŮƙıțĥƙŐƦŐĥƟțōĉǀıțƦıƙŭıīțȖıŮǀŐƙŷŮŭıŮƦĉŦțĥŷŭŐĥƟǸȗț
ȖıĥŷĥŷŭŐǆǸȗțŷƙǸțĉƟțdțīŷțōıƙıǸțȖıĥŷĥŷŭŐĥƟǽȗț 

 

© 2025 Maile McFarland. All rights reserved.  

 

Scholars have begun to take full account of this comics subgenre, discovering ever more ways in 
which it enriches the environmental humanities. Its literary value may be the most obvious promise: 
Ecocomics are an addition to the canon, responding fruitfull y to the same questions environmental 
writing and ecocinema do. Its educational value is likewise apparent. Whether individual creators 
tackle scientific issues or entire organizations commission campaigns in comics forms, ecocomics are 
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a potent tool for k nowledge communication. Less known, but no less intriguing, are comics that act 
as a vehicle for doing  rather than just presenting ƙıƟıĉƙĥōǽțȖ:ŷŭŐĥƟ-ĤĉƟıīțƙıƟıĉƙĥōȗțŐƟțŷŮıțŮĉŭıț
for this new mode of inquiry. 1 If dissertations and academic articles can take the form of comics, 
then we might very well see more environmental research with panels and speech bubbles. While 
my essay focuses on the first, the ecocritical angle of comics, I hope that it also creates a curiosity 
for the educational and research poten tial of (eco)comics.  

 

Comics invite nonanthropocentric characters and stories with a certain 
ŞţŞģņĉřĉŞģīɺŞţƍɺĩīƇſňƍīɺĢƑƍɺĢīģĉƑƇīɺƍņīƭȞƦīɺĢīīŞɺĉɺŝĉƁŀňŞĉřɺŝīĩňƑŝɺĿţƁɺĉɺ
long time. 

 

The corner of a living room. A lush jungle. The entirety of planet Earth. Thes e are not just three 
points on a spatial scale, they are the settings of three comic books, 2 ÌŐĥōĉƙīț ĥ[ƫŐƙıșƟțHere (2014), 
ŭƙƫƦĉțÉĉƦŐŦțĉŮīț@ıǀīƫƦƦțÉĉƦƦĉŮĉŐţșƟțAranyaka (2019)ǸțĉŮīțÉōŐŦŐƖƖıțÒƘƫĉƙǐŷŮŐșƟțClimate Changed 

(2014).3 Place is key not just to the se comics but to ecocriticism in general. As the environment that 
shapes characters and plots and can take on agency itself, place is the natural entry point for 
ecocriticism into literary texts. This is no different in comics, which is one reason why thes e three 
books lend themselves to an ecocritical interpretation.  

Aside from this, Here, Aranyaka , and Climate Changed  all are book -length efforts that demand 
ƦōıțƙıĉīıƙșƟțƦŐŭıțĉŮīțĉƦƦıŮƦŐŷŮǸțƦōıƙıĤǇțīŐƟƖŦĉǇŐŮŇțƦōıțĥŷŮņŐīıŮĥıțǁŐƦōțǁōŐĥōțĥŷŭŐĥƟțĉƫƦōŷƙƟțƟƦıƖț
on the scene today. The three books also examine environmental issues in intriguingly diverse ways 
and represent critically acclaimed works from the United States, India , and France. Thus, they 
showcase the production inside and outside the traditional com ics powerhouses, which are located 
in the United States, France/Belgium, and Japan. Lastly, the three comics are also representative 
of the ways in which artists publish comics today. While AranyakașƟțĥƙıĉƦŐǀıțƦĉŮīıŭțĥŷŮƟŐƟƦƟțŷņțĉț
visual artist and a story teller, the other two works are single authored. It is likewise telling that 
among the four creators, there is only one woman.  

 

It is widely accepted that comics operate with a different expressive logic 
than other media and that they therefore require th eir own tools of 
interpretation.  

 

While not all comics are environmental comics or ecocomics, all comics can be read ecocritically. 4 
The three works at hand have produced their own flurry of scholarly responses. Scholars have 
commented, for example, on the  narrative structure and generic belonging in Here, spatial 
metaphors in Aranyaka , and analogies with grammatical voice in Climate Changed. 5 Such an 
ĉƖƖƙŷĉĥōțŐƟțĉțƙıŦĉƦŐǀıŦǇțŮıǁțƖōıŮŷŭıŮŷŮǸțǁōŐĥōțōĉƟțƦŷțīŷțǁŐƦōțƦōıțƖĉƙıŮƦțīŐƟĥŐƖŦŐŮıșƟțŷǁŮț
emancipation. It took until the end of the twentieth century for comics studies to legitimize itself 
through its medium -sensitive ways of analysisȍto mature methodologically and institutionally. Now, 
it is widely accepted that comics operate with a different expressive log ic than other media and 
that they therefore require their own tools of interpretation. A still image makes for a different 
experience than a moving one; meaning born from the interaction of images and written text 
demands reading strategies unlike those th at combine, say, sound and spoken text. At the same 
time, scholars and artists alike had to advocate for comics as a serious means of expression, one 
ƦōĉƦțĥŷƫŦīțĥĉƙƙǇțōŷŭıțƦōıțÉƫŦŐƦǐıƙțÉƙŐǐıțȋĉƟțīŐīțÒƖŐıŇıŦŭĉŮșƟțMaus) and proudly take its place as 
ƦōıțȖ¡ŐŮƦōț ƙƦȗțŐŮțƦōıțĉƙƦŐƟƦŐĥțȋƙıĉīțȖōŐŇōĤƙŷǁȗțĥƫŦƦƫƙĉŦȌțƖĉŮƦōıŷŮǽ6  

Many comics scholars even argue that their medium offers unique resonances with current 
ecological issues. The fact that text and image appear in tandem, for example, can activate not 

http://doi.org/10.5282/rcc-springs-17076
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only diff erent but also conflicting channels of meaning. Used strategically, as I exemplify below, 
such an incongruency can parallel the confusion that arises from the onslaught of ecological 
problems or, more abstractly, the unwillingness to align knowledge and ac tion. Another ecocritical 
resonance of the comics format lies in its page architecture: Most comics arrange multiple frames 
on the same side thus demanding both a sequential reading and a simultaneous perception of the 
page as a whole. These two temporal l ogics coexist, just like complex environmental phenomena 
such as climate change happen both in causal cascades and all at once. All of this to say: Comics 
are ripe for a full embrace by ecocriticism. In what follows, I provide a quick and dirty tour throug h 
three comics to demonstrate some touchstones of an ecocritical reading. My aim is to offer a start 
to readers who want to learn about those comics and how to appreciate them with an ecocritical 
mindset. 

 

Fig. 1. Double page from Here illustrating the  overlapping time slices in the titular spot. Richard McGuire, Here (Pantheon 
Books, 2014). © 2014 Richard McGuire. Used by permission of the Wylie Agency (UK) Limited. All rights reserved . 

 

The entirety of Here takes place in the corner of one room of a hous eȍor its spatial equivalent ȍ
within a vague North American locale. Over 150 pages and a whopping four million years, the comic  
takes readers on a rollercoaster through deep time. What ensues is not one story but a coil of 
interlocking narrative threads. One  appeal lies in the experimental layering of millennia and the 
challenge of establishing throughlines from the discontinuous and nonlinear story crumbs the author 
drops in our path. Another appeal is the dizzying diversity of landscapes, dwellings, and roo m 
fashions that unfold in front of our eyes. While the room is the narrative starting point and focus 
for the time that the house exists, landscapes take its place before and after (figure 1  and 2). Thus, 
Here weaves the human into environmental upheavals:  While it shuffles through generations of 
Indigenous peoplesǸțƟıƦƦŦıƙƟǸțĉŮīțŭŷīıƙŮțĉŮīțņƫƦƫƙıțņĉŭŐŦŐıƟǸțƦōıțĥŷŭŐĥșƟțĉŮĥōŷƙțŐƟțƦōıțŦŷĥĉŦıțŐŮțŐƦƟț

http://doi.org/10.5282/rcc-springs-17076
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drastically fluctuating appearance. From icescapes to grassland, swamps to open water, flooding 
to radioactive p oisoning, from birds to sharks to fantastic future megafauna ȍthis place brims with 
life and death.  

 

Fig. 2. Double page from Here showing overlapping time slices. Richard McGuire, Here (Pantheon Books, 2014). © 2014 
Richard McGuire. Used by permission of the Wylie Agency (UK) Limited. All rights reserved . 

 

With its ecological kaleidoscope, Here exemplifies one of the core questions any thematic approach 
to ecocomics poses: What environments do we see, and how do they shape characters and plots? 
The environment is ever-changing, agentive, life giving as much as threatening, disastrous by 
natural and human design. Climate change and environmental pollution play a role without defining 
the narrative. Similarly, humans may drive much of HereșƟțƟƫĤƖŦŷƦƟǸțĤƫƦțƦōıy are ultimately one 
(even though particularly entertaining) species among others. The lasting entity is the place itself 
with its mind - and eye-ĤŷŇŇŦŐŮŇțƦƙĉŮƟņŷƙŭĉƦŐŷŮƟǽț9ǇțƖƫƦƦŐŮŇțĤıņŷƙıțƦōıțƙıĉīıƙșƟțıǇıƟțƦōŷƟıțǀĉƟƦŦǇț
īŐņņıƙıŮƦțņŷƙŭƟțŷņțǁōĉƦțȖōıƙıȗțŦŷŷţƟ like and by showing how these different environments affect 
their inhabitants, Here exploits the visual and narrative affordances of comics to the fullest extent.  
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Place is both more specific and stable 
in Aranyaka . The Sanskrit title 
translates to ȖŐŮțƦōıțņŷƙıƟƦǸȗțĉŮīțƦōĉƦț
indeed is where most of the comic 
unfolds. An ecofeminist revisioning of 
Vedic myths, it is the quasi -
autobiographical account of 
Katyayani, an ostracized woman who is 
sent to the woods for not complying 
ǁŐƦōțōıƙțĥŷŭŭƫŮŐƦǇșƟțƟŷĥŐĉŦțƟƦandards. 
Her forest is both beautiful and 
unmaliciously brutal, an environment 
where Katyayani discovers ecosystemic 
wisdom including the intricacies of food 
chains or the growing patterns of tree 
canopies. About the latter, she muses: 
ȖÚōıƙıțȉŐŮțƦōıțņŷƙıƟt], I learned to find 
pleasure anew. . . . I saw the luxuriant 
tree cover I had seen countless times 
before. The first time, I noticed the care 
trees took to ensure their canopies 
īŐīŮșƦț Ʀŷƫĥōț ŷŮıț ĉŮŷƦōıƙǽț Fĉĥōț
searching for the best light, but giving 
the ŷƦōıƙƟțƟƖĉĥıȗțȋņŐŇƫƙıț3).7  

This passage also exemplifies the 
agentic quality the forest takes on in 
this comic and thereby gets at another 
guiding question for ecocritical comics 
readers: Who, aside from humans, is a 
character and how so? Here, agency is 
shared and reciprocal; together with 
the ecological literacy, and arguably 
enabled by it, Katyayani also discovers 
her own agency. Patil represents her 
ƖƙŷƦĉŇŷŮŐƟƦșƟțȖƖƙŷņŷƫŮīțƖıƙƟŷŮĉŦțĉŮīț
ƟƖŐƙŐƦƫĉŦț ƦƙĉŮƟņŷƙŭĉƦŐŷŮȗț ĤǇț ǀŐƟƫĉŦŦǇț
assimilating her to the colo rs and 
shapes of her environment, a mimicry 
ŷŮıțĥŷƫŦīțĥĉŦŦțȖņŷƙıƟƦŷŭŷƙƖōŐǐĉƦŐŷŮǽȗ8 
After not merely surviving but thriving 

in the jungle, Katyayani clear -cuts a parcel within the forest and defies human expectations again, 
ƦōŐƟțƦŐŭıțōıƙțŮıǁņŷƫŮīțōƫƟĤĉŮīșƟǸ when she defends her supposedly inferior identity as gardener 
and cook rather than following in his intellectual footsteps.  

Fig. 3. Page from Aranyaka  showing Katyayani learning from the 
forest. Amruta Patil and Devdutt Pattanaik, Aranyaka: Book of the 
Forest (Tranquebar, 2019), 76. © 2019 Amruta Patil and Dev dutt 
Pattanaik. All rights reserved.  
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In the forest as much as in her 
marriage, Katyayani never fully 
blends in, remaining a liminal being. 
She is in the forest, as th e title 
suggests, but not of  it. This is where 
Vedic philosophy sprouts ecocritical 
ŷņņƟōŷŷƦƟǽțªŮıțĥĉŮțƙıĉīțuĉƦǇĉǇĉŮŐșƟț
ƙŷŭĉŮƦŐĥțıƖŐƖōĉŮǇǸțȖaıțŐƟțŮŷƦțŭıǸțǁōǇț
īŷțdțƖƫŮŐƟōțōŐŭțņŷƙțĤıŐŮŇțīŐņņıƙıŮƦǸȗț
and her eventual separation from her 
husband as an ecophilosophical 
metaphor (figure 4). 9  Just like 
Katyayani lives off, yet is not identical 
with the forest, just like she is 
complementary to but separate from 
her husband, humans can be part of 
ecosystems without either dominating 
or naively identifying with them.  
AranyakașƟțņŷƙıƟƦțŐƟțŦıƟƟțĤĉĥţŇƙŷƫŮīț
than spiritual catalyst. It is the sphere 
whose cross-species community and 
competition allow Katyayani to grow. 
While it does not gesture to 
contemporary life, not to mention 
Anthropocene crises, it sticks out its 
branches to modern sensibilities by 
portraying human existence as 
different from, yet productively 
dependent on, environmental literacy.  

The third work, Climate Changed , 
addresses environmental issues head-
on. As the subtitle announces, 
Squarzoni wants to t ake readers on 
Ȗ ț ÉıƙƟŷŮĉŦț sŷƫƙŮıǇț ÚōƙŷƫŇōț Ʀōıț
ÒĥŐıŮĥıǽȗț ÚōƫƟǸțClimate Changed  
answers the common ecocritical 
question of whether a comic takes a 
direct stance on ecological crises. This 
one sure does! At almost five hundred 
pages, the volume is an informa tional  tour de force  about the state of climate science in 2012, 
ĥŷƫƖŦıīțǁŐƦōțƦōıțĉƫƦōŷƙșƟțıƟƟĉǇŐƟƦŐĥțƙıņŦıĥƦŐŷŮƟǽț:ŷŮīıŮƟŐŮŇțŐŮƟŐŇōƦƟțĤǇțZƙıŮĥōțĥŦŐŭĉƦŷŦŷŇŐƟƦƟǸț
economists, and journalists, Squarzoni ties together the geophysical basics with a critique of 
political, economic, and cultural systems. For example, he provides a thorough review of the impact 
of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases on global temperature. He also discusses the 
connection to energy demands and consumption, especially in Wester n countries. As a middle-class 
Frenchman, Squarzoni does not shy away from looking at his own implication in the socioeconomic 
system that fuels climate change; he even shares with the reader his misgivings about flying.  

 

Fig. 4. Page from Aranyaka . Amruta Patil and Devdutt Pattanaik, 
Aranyaka: Book of the Forest  (Tranquebar, 2019), 100. © 2019 Amruta 
Patil and Devdutt Pattanaik. All rights reserved.  
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Fig. 5. Panel from the French original of ÒƘƫĉƙǐŷŮŐșƟțClimate Changed . Philippe Squarzoni, Saison brune (Éditions 
Delcourt, 2012), 463. © 2012 Éditions Delcourt and Philippe Squarzoni. All rights reserved. 

 

The more-than-human world occurs in a twofold manner here: On the one hand, it is the capital -E 
Environment of climatology, the threatened natural systems that sustain life. On the other hand, 
Squarzoni peppers his book with intimate scenes that highlight how important immediate 
connections with animals and environments are for him. Bel oved dogs, past and present, are 
leitmotifs in the book, as are the surroundings of his rural French childhood or the forest through 
which he walks pensively while trying to digest his insights. Despite his ostentatious (self -) 
educational goal, Squarzoni ŦŐŮŇıƙƟțŷŮțƟŷņƦțŭıŦĉŮĥōŷŦǇțĤǇțƦōıțıŮīțŷņțƦōıțĤŷŷţǽțȖªņțĥŷƫƙƟıǸțǁıșŦŦț
ŭĉţıțƦōŐƟțƦƙĉŮƟņŷƙŭĉƦŐŷŮțŷŮıțīĉǇǸȗțōıțǁƙŐƦıƟǸțȖǁıțǁŐŦŦțĉĥĥŷŭƖŦŐƟōțƦōŐƟțĥōĉŮŇıțƫŮīıƙțƦōıțǁŷƙƟƦț
ĥŷŮīŐƦŐŷŮƟǽțZŷƙĥıīțĤǇțĥŐƙĥƫŭƟƦĉŮĥıǽț ŮīțǁĉǇțƦŷŷțŦĉƦıȗțȋņŐŇƫƙıț5). Still, he defends his projeĥƦǷțȖsƫƟƦț
ĤıĥĉƫƟıțƦōıțĉŮƟǁıƙțŐƟțņŐŦŦıīțǁŐƦōțŇŦŷŷŭțīŷıƟŮșƦțŭıĉŮțƦōıțƘƫıƟƦŐŷŮțǁĉƟțƖŷŐŮƦŦıƟƟǽțÚŷțĥĉƙıțōŷǁțƦōıƟıț

ƘƫıƟƦŐŷŮƟțĉƙıțĤıŐŮŇțĉƟţıīțƟōŷǁƟțƦōĉƦțǁıțĥĉƙıțĉĤŷƫƦțƦōıțņƫƦƫƙıȗțȋņŐŇƫƙıț6).10 Squarzoni thus shares 
a candid self -reflection with us, the very embodi ment of which is his book. 

 

 
Fig. 6. Two panels from the French original of ÒƘƫĉƙǐŷŮŐșƟțClimate Changed . Philippe Squarzoni, Saison brune (Éditions 

Delcourt, 2012), 464. © 2012 Éditions Delcourt and Philippe Squarzoni. All rights reserved. 

 

As these observations about Here, Aranyaka , and Climate Changed  indicate, ecocomics touch on 
debates that lie at the heart of the environmental humanities. Thus, this artform is not just for the 
ȖĥŷŭŐĥƟțŮıƙīǸȗțĤƫƦțņŷƙțĉŮǇŷŮıțņĉƟĥŐŮĉƦıīțĤǇțƦōıțţŮŷƦƦǇțƖƙŷĤŦıŭƟțŷņțƦōıț ŮƦhropocene. Even these 
three examples allude to the many connections between the medium and the environmental 
humanities. We could further investigate the status the environment and environmentalist issues 
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take in any one ecocomic, a spectrum that goes from  en passant backgrounds to educational or 
even activist approaches. Environmental issues also cover a range of topics from interactions 
between or across species in the most general sense (e.g., stories about animals or human-animal 

encounters)11 to Anthrop ocene crisis communication (think climate change, biodiversity, pollution). 12 

Put differently: There is an ecocomic on almost any topic.  

Furthermore, agency beyond the human has found a place in comics. Whether it is a forest teaching 
human protagonists ab out dependence and kinship, flooding that extinguishes whole landscapes 
and their inhabitants, or the geophysical feedback systems of climate change ȍhumans are no 
ŦŷŮŇıƙțƫŮĥōĉŦŦıŮŇıīțŭĉƟƦıƙƟǷțŮıŐƦōıƙțŷņțȖŮĉƦƫƙıȗțŮŷƙțŷņțȖƦōıŐƙȗțƟƦŷƙŐıƟǽțFĥŷĥŷŭŐĥƟțĉŦƟŷțƦĉƖțŐnto a web 
of adjacent concerns, including ecofeminist perspectives, postcolonial considerations, or questions 
of environmental justice.  

Lastly, and in a way related to these earlier observations, the evolution of ecocomics has given us 
subgenres. Thus, ecocomics mix with folklore and myth, speculative fiction (e.g., dystopia and utopia, 

the latter especially in the form of solar punk), 13 (auto)biography, and memoir. 14 With superhero 

comics, ecological topics also animate a quintessential comics genre. It is therefore almost logical 
that superheroes started to not only fight vague villains but also combat ecological wrongdoing. 
Another genre -specific aspect of ecoheroes (and villains) is that they often come in the shape of 

hybrids, merging human with animal o r even ecosystem forms (think Poison Ivy or Swamp Thing).15 
FǀıŮțƦōŷƫŇōțıĥŷōıƙŷıƟțȋĉŮīțǀŐŦŦĉŐŮƟȌțǁıƙıțŭŷƙıțƖƙŷŭŐŮıŮƦțīƫƙŐŮŇțƦōıțƟƫĤŇıŮƙıșƟțŇŷŦīıŮțīĉǇƟțŐŮț
the 1930s through 1950s, they still cast a caped shadow onto current publications, often as visual 
metaƖōŷƙƟǽț Zŷƙț ŐŮƟƦĉŮĥıǸț ĤŷƦōț ÒƘƫĉƙǐŷŮŐșƟțClimate Changed  and Jean-Marc Jancovici and 
:ōƙŐƟƦŷƖōıț 9ŦĉŐŮșƟțLe monde sans fin (2021), introduce a hero avatar with (questionable) 
ƟƫƖıƙƖŷǁıƙƟǽț dŮț ĤŷƦōț ĥĉƟıƟǸț ƦōıƟıț ƟƫƖıƙōıƙŷıƟț ƙıƖƙıƟıŮƦț ōƫŭĉŮŐƦǇșƟț Ůıĉƙ-magical energ y 
concentration with the help of fossil fuels and sophisticated technology. Powerful might just be the 
opposite of sustainable, these heroes intimate, and real heroism might lie in the return to the human 
scale.  
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Fig. 7. Double page  from Here illustrating  the overlapping time slices that reach from 1949 to 2111 linked by location. 
Richard McGuire, Here (Pantheon Books, 2014). © 2014 Richard McGuire. Used by permission of the Wylie Agency (UK) 
Limited. All rights reserved.  

 

On a formal level,  Here exploits the affordance of sequence  in extreme ways; this book is anything 
but linear. Its zigzagging sequence asks us to stitch together cataclysmic events on a human and 
planetary scale (figure 7). Challenged to hold the often reverse -ordered moments in mind, rea ders 
need to find narrative throughlines aided by time stamps and visual clues such as period fashion 
or similar environments. Sequence and its hiccups are central to readerly engagement. One 
ŮĉƙƙĉƦŐǀıțƟƦƙĉŮīǸțņŷƙțıǆĉŭƖŦıǸțƖŐƘƫıƟțĉŮīțƖƫǐǐŦıƟțƦōıțƙıĉīıƙșƟțĥuriosity about when humans started 
ŐŮōĉĤŐƦŐŮŇțƦōıțıƖŷŮǇŭŷƫƟțȖōıƙıǽȗțöōŐŦıǸțƟıƘƫıŮƦŐĉŦŦǇǸțƦōıțņŐƙƟƦț¡ĉƦŐǀıț ŭıƙŐĥĉŮƟțĉƖƖıĉƙțŐŮțǡǦǠǩǸț
McGuire makes us revise this onset multiple times when we encounter Indigenous peoples in 1553, 
1402, and 1352.16 In unraveli ng the panel connections, Here questions the power of the one -after -
the-other. Sequence is what makes reading this comic pleasurable, even if, or precisely because, we 
must become sequential detectives. McGuire does not stop at presenting events out of chr onological 
order and superimposes time slices on top of each other in the same panels. Such temporal stacking 
takes nonlinear storytelling to the next level, a quasi -three-dimensional growth of time that 
simulates motivic and causal reverberations across d ecades or even eons.  
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Turning to Aranyaka, let us zoom in on 
colors, both in terms of the type of 
material used and the hues in 
different parts of the book as they 
steer reader reception in subtle ways . 
The effect of using watercolors is one 
in which brush strokes and pigment 
gradations remain visible, imbuing the 
ƖĉŇıƟțǁŐƦōțĉțƖƙŷĥıīƫƙĉŦǸțȖŠƫƟƦ-for -Ůŷǁȗț
quality. The book thus meets the 
ƙıĉīıƙșƟț ıǇıƟț ǁŐƦōț ĉț ƟŷņƦǸț ĤŦƫƙƙıīț
layering, which appears sensually 
unpolishedȍmuch like its protagonist 
and the forest t hat awakens her. The 
forest itself is a space in which the 
blues of pools and the greens of 
foliage dominate, clearly distinct from 
the ochres, browns, and yellows of the 
agricultural homestead the 
protagonist later establishes with her 
family. While Katya yani blends in with 
the forest and the brown of the 
settlement at various points, she 
discards both mimicry options when a 
ĥōĉƙĉĥƦıƙțŮĉŭıīțȖƦōıțöıĉǀıƙȗțĉƙƙŐǀıƟț
and clothes her in luxurious purple, 
ȖƦōıțĥŷŦŷƙțŷņțƦōıțŭŷƟƦțƦŷƙƙŐīțņŦŷǁıƙƟȗț
(figure 8). 17 Katyaya ni thus forgoes 
assimilation with either sphere and 
blends the blues of the forest springs 
with the ochre of her domesticated life 
to arrive at a color signature that is 
both natural and her very own.  

Climate Changed offers a plethora of 
text-image relati ons ranging from 
congruency to images that 
tantalizingly talk past their captions . 
Squarzoni uses the instrument of an 
incongruency between text and image 

to create an experiential, cinematic effect: Text and image are deliberately out of sync. Take, for 
example, the scene in which Squarzoni ponders the chances that humanity will address climate 
ĥōĉŮŇıțĉīıƘƫĉƦıŦǇțĉŮīțƦŐŭıŦǇǽțȖöıțĉƙıțŦŐǀŐŮŇțŐŮțĉțƟƦƙĉŮŇıțƦŐŭıǸȗțōıțǁƙŐƦıƟǸțȖĉƦțĉțƖıƙŐŷīțŷņțŷƫƙț
ōŐƟƦŷƙǇțǁōıƙıțĉțƖĉŇıțōĉƟțƦƫƙŮıīǸțĤƫƦțǁıșƙıțŮŷƦțƙıĉŦŦǇțĉǁĉƙıțŷņțŐƦȗțȋfigure 9).18 Over six pages, he 
illustrates his musings about social and political dynamics with images of a walk in a wintry forest, 
ǁōŐĥōțƟōŐņƦƟțņƙŷŭțŇŦŐŭƖƟıƟțŷņțƦōıțƟŮŷǁǇțƖĉƦōțƦŷțƟōŷƦƟțŷņțÒƘƫĉƙǐŷŮŐșƟțĉǀĉƦĉƙțƟƦĉƙŐŮŇțŐŮƦŷțƦōıț
landscape. Here, we see not so much an outright mismatch between text and image as an 
experiential yoking; presumably, Squarzoni had these thoughts during a walk in the forest. The 
effect is akin to a voice -over during an atmospheric film scene. It also gestures to a sense of 
immediacy and self -awareness, an almost documentary technique.  

 

Fig. 8. Page from Aranyaka  depictin g how Katyayani receives a 
ĥŷŦŷƙņƫŦț ŇĉƙŭıŮƦț ņƙŷŭț ȖƦōıț öıĉǀıƙǽȗț ŭƙƫƦĉț ÉĉƦŐŦț ĉŮīț @ıǀīƫƦƦț
Pattanaik, Aranyaka: Book of the Forest  (Tranquebar, 2019), 109. © 
2019 Amruta Patil and Devdutt Pattanaik. All rights reserved.  
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Fig. 9. Panel from the French original of ÒƘƫĉƙǐŷŮŐșƟțClimate Changed . Philippe Squarzoni, Saison brune (Éditions 

Delcourt, 2012), 447. © 2012 Éditions Delcourt and Philippe Squarzoni. All rights res erved. 

 

ÒŐŭŐŦĉƙŦǇțŮŷƦıǁŷƙƦōǇțŐƟțƦōıțīŐƙıĥƦțĥŦĉƟōțĤıƦǁııŮțŐŭĉŇıțĉŮīțƦıǆƦǸțĉŮŷƦōıƙțŷņțÒƘƫĉƙǐŷŮŐșƟțōĉŦŦŭĉƙţț
techniques. Reporting on a 2013 poll in the United States about global warming, Squarzoni writes, 
ȖǢǨɌțǁıƙıțƫŮƟƫƙıțŐƦșƟțıǀıŮțŷĥĥƫƙƙŐŮŇțĉƦțĉŦŦǽȗ19 This statement sits atop a complex image: On the 
backdrop of a US flag, we see the contours of an iconic photo from the Vietnam War in which a 
police chief shoots a man in the streets (figure 10). The gruesome scene is faithfully reproduced 
with one exception: ÌĉƦōıƙțƦōĉŮțĉțŇƫŮǸțƦōıțƟōŷŷƦıƙțōŷŦīƟțƦōıțŮŷǐǐŦıțŷņțĉțŇĉƟțƖƫŭƖțƦŷțƦōıțǀŐĥƦŐŭșƟț
head. This image is an association more than an illustration. Even if the image gestures to the 
deadly force of climate change or to the propaganda machinery around politically c harged issues, 
the image is still in visually and emotionally stunning contrast to its caption.  

As with thematic resonances, the formal view on 
ecocomics also ties in vital debates in the 
environmental humanities. The question of 
sequence and linearity, f or instance, is key to 
understanding the sociocultural sources of our 
ecological crises. That sequences matter, and ever 
more precariously, is an insight on which 
phenologists are sounding the alarm when they 
trace, say, the climate-induced misalignment  
between herring larvae and their prey. Linearity, 
in turn, comes into critical view through the 
treacherous narrative of eternal technical, 
ıĥŷŮŷŭŐĥǸț ĉŮīț ƟŷĥŐıƦĉŦț ƖƙŷŇƙıƟƟǽț ÚŷīĉǇșƟț
ecological predicaments not only stem from a 
belief in linear progress (and t he human and 
environmental price we are willing to pay for it), 
but climate change itself operates on nonlinear 
feedback loops that explode simplistic arcs of 
linearity and causality.  Fig. 10. Panel from the French origina l of ÒƘƫĉƙǐŷŮŐșƟț

Climate Changed  showing a noncorresponding image -
caption relation. Philippe Squarzoni, Saison brune 
(Éditions Delcourt, 2012), 425. © 2012 Éditions Delcourt 
and Philippe Squarzoni. All rights reserved. 
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Or think of the ways psychological 
mechanisms parallel the foundation s of 
comics, for instance in the phenomenon of 
cognitive dissonance. Defined as an 
internal collision between values and 
behavior, cognitive dissonance blooms, for 
ıǆĉŭƖŦıǸț ǁōıŮț ŷŮıșƟț ƖƙŷņıƟƟıīț
environmentalist beliefs clash with 
incongruent actions (think  Squarzoni or 
myself going on transatlantic flights 
despite knowing their disastrous carbon 
footprint). Contradictions between images 
and texts embody such split mentalities, 
just like Squarzoni uses deliberately 
incongruent captions and illustrations. In ƦōıțȖÚōŐƟțdƟțZŐŮıȗțŭıŭıǸțĥŷŇŮŐƦŐǀıțīŐƟƟŷŮĉŮĥıțōĉƟțņŷƫŮīț
an emblem that is often evoked in climate activism and, incidentally, is a cartoon or comic itself 
(figure 11).20  

Eventually, an ecocritical approach to comics often holds that there is an ingrained a nalogy 
between comics and ecologies. Hence, scholars pay close attention to the way ecological patterns 
dovetail with sequence and panel transition, drawing style and color choices, text -image relations, 
or the overall narrative flow. Not only does each of  these artistic choices harken back to ecological 
concepts, the interaction across these elements also parallels the intimate or troubled 
interdependence ecologists find off the page.  

As Here, Aranyaka , and Climate Changed  exemplify, ecocomics are driven by many of the same 
concerns that animate other ecomedia. At the same time, the conceptual lenses we need in order 
to bring ecocomics into focus also differ from movies, images, or purely verbal texts. Comics literally 
frame their questions in medium -specific ways, and they do so in ways that materialize ecocritical 
ƦŷƖŐĥƟțĤıņŷƙıțƦōıțƙıĉīıƙșƟțıǇıƟǷțÚōıțƫŮƙƫŦǇțƦıŭƖŷƙĉŦțƟıƘƫıŮĥıțŐŮțHere reverberates with the theme 
of ecosystemic transformations; colors and materials in Aranyaka ƦƙĉŮƟŦĉƦıțƦōıțƖƙŷƦĉŇŷŮŐƟƦșƟț
spiritual approximation to the forest; image -text tensions make unnervingly visible the knowledge -
behavior conflict at the heart of Climate Changed . 

 

Because ecocomics tap into widely shared environmental concerns yet 
refract those through their medium -specific vantage point, everyone can 
benefit from reading them.  

 

:ŷŭŐĥƟțōĉǀıțĉțōŐƟƦŷƙǇțŷņțĤıŐŮŇțĥŷŮƟŐīıƙıīțȖŦŐŇōƦțņĉƙıǸȗțĤƫƦțƦōıŐƙțŭƫŦƦŐŭŷīĉŦțƙŐĥōŮıƟƟțıŮĉĤŦıƟțĉƙƦŐƟƦƟț
to reflect on vexing and taxing topics. This advantage holds true in what many see as the most 
vexing and taxing topic today: our relationship with the more -than-human world. Ecocomics offer a 
unique vessel to address these questions in images and words. Because ecocomics tap into widely 
shared environmental concerns yet refract those through their m edium-specific vantage point, 
everyone can benefit from reading them. Whether your reading biography includes the Duck Tales, 
Maus, or no comics at all, whether you are a comics scholar, art historian, or sociologist ȍas long as 
you are interested in our mo st wicked problem today, ecocomics will have something to say and 
show to you. 

 

 

Fig. 11ǽțȖÚōŐƟțdƟțZŐŮıȗțŭıŭıțĤǇțu:ț[reen with iconic image -text clash. 
© KC Green. All rights reserved. 
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Davide Orsini and Uwe Lübken  
 

Anthropologist and historian Davide Orsini and his research partners are conducting 
a five -year comparative study that explores the hidden c osts and environmental 
implications of decommissioning nuclear power plants and facilities. Nuclear experts 
define decommissioning as the process of safely disposing of obsolete nuclear 
installations at the end of their productive life, with the objective of returning sites to 
ſƑĢřňģɺƑƇīɺţƁɺţƍņīƁɺſƑƁſţƇīƇȨɺňĿɺſţƇƇňĢřīȩɺoĉƑŞģņīĩɺňŞɺsĉƁģņɺǾǼǾȁȨɺ>ĉƦňĩīȞƇɺÞţřŗƇƧĉŀīŞɺ
Foundation Change! project seeks to foster research collaborations between academic 
and nonacademic partners to promote social change. It sheds lig ht on the uncertainties 
surrounding decommissioning projects and aims to involve affected communities in the 
management of decommissioning strategies. (Dis)Empowered Communities promises 
to challenge consolidated, and often misleading, ideas about the fate of obsolete 
nuclear facilities, as Davide explains in an interview with historian Uwe Lübken . 

 

Demolition of the cooling towers at  the Grafenrheinfeld Nuclear Power Plant, Germany, 16 August 2024. Photo  by Michael 
Bemmerl. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 3.0 DE. 

 

UWE LÜBKEN (UL) : Davide, your new project involves a lot of traveling. Have you been to a 
nuclear power plant lately?  

DAVIDE ORSINI (DO) : Oh yes, the last one I visited was the Latina Nuclear Power Plant in Italy, 
almost a year and a half ago , during a guided tour organized by the Italian decommissioning 
agency, Sogin (figure 1). This nuclear plant has quite an interesting story , because at the end of the 
ǡǩǥǠƟǸțǁōıŮțŐƦțǁĉƟțīıƟŐŇŮıīǸțŐƦțǁĉƟțŷŮıțŷņțƦōıțĤŐŇŇıƟƦǸțŐņțŮŷƦțƦōıțĤŐŇŇıƟƦǸțŐŮțǁıƟƦıƙŮțFƫƙŷƖıǽțdƦșƟțĉț
graphite -moderated r eactor cooled with CO 2ȍa British design that the Italian Hydrocarbon Board 
(Eni S.p.A.) chose to jumpstart its nuclear program. Previously I visited the Trino Vercellese Nuclear 

http://doi.org/10.5282/rcc-springs-17462
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Power Plant in Piedmont ; the Mühleberg Power Plant, around 25 kilometers from Bern; and the Isar 
nuclear sites in Niederaichbach, pretty close to Munich, but the latter only from outside.  

 

Fig. 1: Latina Nuclear Power Plant. Photos by Davide Orsini. CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 .  

 

UL : All of these sites are currently being decommissioned!  

DO : Yes, but each site has a different history, different reactor designs, operational lives, and 
environmental characteristics, including the socioeconomic background of the surroundin g 
communities. These are very important elements that influence decommissioning choices, strategies, 
and length. Despite their differences, all nuclear sites present some common characteristics and 
decommissioning problems. For example, all of them need wa ter for reactor cooling, 
decontamination operations, and programmed effluents discharge. 1 

They all require the presence of certain infrastructures, such as dams and ponds, roads for 
transportation, space for temporary storage of contaminated material, and electric lines. To 
understand decommissioning processes and their implications, it is necessary to reconstruct the 
biography of nuclear sites, as I like to say, and to consider their socioecological entanglements. This 
is one of the main objectives of the project: regaining a holistic view of nuclear -power production, 
including some aspects of its back end that are still fairly unknown to the public and that need to 
be analyzed and discussed more openly, also outside expert conferences.  

 

To understand decommissioning processes and their implications, it is 
necessary to reconstruct the biography of nuclear sites and to consider their 
socioecological entanglements. 
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UL : How and why did you get interested in the history of decommissioning in the first place?  

DO: When I was doing research for my first book  about the presence of US nuclear submarines in 
Italy, I started thinking about what happens when these vessels become obsolete and need to retire. 
So, when I finished that project, I remained interested in thi s question but wanted to understand 
how nuclear power plants and other nuclear facilities could be dismantled, what the destiny of all 
contaminated material is, and what future those sites could have after being decommissioned. I 
then decided for this to b e the topic of my next book. I started to read a lot of technical documents 
and the very few works in the humanities and social sciences devoted to these questions. 2  

I was and remain fascinated by the fact that decommissioning seems to have received growi ng 
attention only recently in our fields. 3 The question of what to do with obsolete nuclear facilities 
emerged in public debates in the mid -1970s and is destined to become the biggest business in the 
nuclear sector because the number of sites that need to be shut down and disposed of is large and 
will be inevitably bigger in the future (figure 2). The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
estimates that by 2050 more than four hundred nuclear facilities will be shut down around the 
world.4 Not only power  plants but also fuel -fabrication plants, reprocessing plants, uranium mines, 
uranium-extraction and -enrichment plants, spent fuel, and contaminated equipment must be taken 
care of. The variety of nuclear sites involves different decommissioning approache s, given the 
operating history, technical characteristics, types , and extent of contamination of each site.   

 

Fig. 2. World nuclear-industry status. Published in Andreas Molin, Mycle Schneider, Antony Froggatt, Oezguer Guerbuez, 
Paul Jobin, Phil Johnstone, Timothy Judson, et al., The World Nuclear Industry: Status Report 2025  (Mycle Schneider 
Consulting, 2025), 49, https://www.worldnuclearreport.org/IMG/pdf/wnisr2025 -v1.pdf. © Mycle Schneider Consulting. All 
rights reserved. 

 

UL : This sounds like a lot to look intoȍa project that cannot be done alone. In fact, your team 
consists not only of other researchers but also a film crew! What is the idea behind this?  
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DO : One of  the main objectives of (Dis)Empowered Communities is to solicit public awareness of 
the socioecological and economic dimensions of nuclear decommissioning in new and engaging 
ways. This is why I contacted Tobias Büchner, of Büchner Filmproduktion , and documentary director 
Sabine Herpich, whom I had met during a conference on nuclear -waste disposal in Belgium, and 
decided to produce a documentary about decommissioning that will hopefully reach a wide 
audience. Concretely, this means that we will go to different sites in Italy, Germany, Belgium, and 
in the US and try to look at decommissioning operations from multiple perspectives: nuclear workers, 
engineers, community members, and policymakers.  

Our research team features a third partner, the Nuclear Decommissioning Collaborative  (NDC), a 
nonprofit organization that for 10 years now has developed analytical and consulting activities 
around decommissioning and post-decommissioning community resilience and redevelopment plans 
in the US. Not only will NDC provide data about decommissioning sites in the US but will also help 
the team organize two open workshops, one in the US and one in Germany, with representati ves of 
decommissioning stakeholders and academic experts, and assist with drafting  reports on how to 
change decommissioning policies and practices based on those open discussions. 

Next year, two PhD students will join our team at LMU. One of them will cond uct research on 
decommissioning sites in Germany and the other one in Belgium, while I will focus on the Italian 
case.  

 

The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) estimates that by 2050 
more than four hundred nuclear facilities will be shut down around  the world. 

 

UL : What does decommissioning mean exactly with regard to its temporal dimension? Nuclear 
reactors and other facilities cannot be shut down at the flick of a switch.  

DO : Well, the duration of decommissioning projects is one of the most interes ting aspects. There 
ĉƙıțŮŷțȖƟƦĉŮīĉƙīȗțīıĥŷŭŭŐƟƟŐŷŮŐŮŇțƟƦƙĉƦıŇŐıƟțņŷƙțĉŦŦțŮƫĥŦıĉƙțņĉĥŐŦŐƦŐıƟǸțĉŮīǸțĉƟțĉțĥŷŮƟıƘƫıŮĥıǸț
decommissioning times vary. It can take a few years, usually decades, and sometimes even centuries. 

For example, if properly managed, a faci lity used for the assemblage of nuclear -fuel elements 
usually causes contamination of buildings and equipment that can be removed both chemically and 
mechanically from the surfaces. In these cases, decontamination work can be done in relatively short 
time and quite effectively. Decommissioning large commercial nuclear reactors instead requires 
more complex and lengthy projects. In this case , there are a few operations that need to be done 
before dismantling, like the extraction, cooling, isolation, and tran sportation of the fuel elements 
off site, if possible. The reactor structures, including the core, remain radioactive for centuries due 
to the effects of the neutronic bombardment resulting in the penetration and absorption of 
radioactivity in steel and co ncrete portions of the plant. This often involves the use of remote cutting 
and removal techniquesȍfor example , tools such as plasma torches and even robotsȍin addition to 
ƟƖıĥŐņŐĥțīŐƟŭĉŮƦŦŐŮŇțĉŮīțīıĥŷŮƦĉŭŐŮĉƦŐŷŮțƦıĥōŮŷŦŷŇŐıƟțƦŷțĉǀŷŐīțǁŷƙţıƙƟșțıǆĥıƟƟŐǀıțıǆposure.  
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Fig. 3. Core of the RA-3 nuclear reactor, National Atomic Energy Commission (CNEA), Argentina. Wikimedia Commons. 
CC BY-SA 4.0. 

 

UL : Does it make a difference whether a site is being decommissioned according to plan or after 
an accident?  

DO : Yes. Decommissioning a nuclear plĉŮƦțĉƦțƦōıțıŮīțŷņțŐƦƟțƖƙŷŇƙĉŭŭıīțŦŐņıǸțŦıƦșƟțƟĉǇțĉņƦıƙțǣǠțŷƙț
40 years of operation, is usually possible after carefully planning all aspects of the dismantling 
activities. But postaccident decommissioning, like in the case of Fukushima, is obviously much 
messier, dangerous, and uncertain. One of the most important activities before decommissioning 
operations start is the so -called characterization of the site. This means mapping out the levels and 
the types of radioactive contamination existing in different  parts and components of the facility 
and on the site. As you can imagine, this information is extremely relevant to those who have to 
perform decommissioning because they want to know what they can do and where , as well as the 
relative levels of exposure involved in the different operations. In the case of postaccident 
decommissioning, this work is much more complicated and sometimes even impossible.  
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Fig. 4. IAEA nuclear -protection experts visiting control room of units 1 and 2 at Fukushima Daiichi Nucl ear Power Station 
as part of ĉțŭŐƟƟŐŷŮțƦŷțƙıǀŐıǁțsĉƖĉŮșƟțƖŦĉŮƟțƦŷțīıĥŷŭŭŐƟƟŐŷŮțƦōıțņĉĥŐŦŐƦǇǽțÉōŷƦŷțĤǇț[ƙıŇțöıĤǸțǢǠǡǣǽț:ŷƫƙƦıƟǇțŷņțd F ǽț
Flickr. CC BY-SA 2.0.  

 

UL : What about the costs of decommissioning?  

DO : A US Nuclear Regulatory Commission Staff report in 2019 showed that decommissioning trust 
funds oscillate between around four hundred million an d one billion dollars. 5 Time variation is also 
reflected in the cost estimates for decommissioning projects, a specific branch of the nuclear -
decommissioning industry that emerged in the mid -1970s and that currently is one of the most 
requested services of this sector (figure 2).  

Since the uncertainty of decommissioning costs is quite high due to several contingences ȍthink of 
the economic instability we are experiencing right now ȍestimating how much money nuclear -facility 
owners and operators need 40 to 60  years after construction is quite complex. After decades of 
public disputes and regulatory efforts, several countries now require nuclear -plant owners and 
operators to put aside a certain amount of money, through escrow and investment funds, for 
eventual decommissioning costs. If you think about it, this is a matter of intergenerational justice: 
Polluters and electricity users should pay for the costs of decommissioning without leaving this 
responsibility to future generations. The question is whether this  is even possible in the nuclear case, 
given the unresolved issue of nuclear-waste disposal. But this is a topic for several interviews.  

 

http://doi.org/10.5282/rcc-springs-17462
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Fig. 5. Decommission job at Elk River, Minnesota, February 1968. Courtesy of US Nuclear Regulatory Commission. Flickr. 
CC BY-NC-ND 2.0 .  

 

UL : Nuclear reactors are not simply technological devices but also pa rt of the cultural, political, 
and social landscape. People who have lived close to a reactor for a long time might even experience 
the destruction of cooling towers as a loss. How does your project deal with these dimensions?  

DO : Local attitudes toward nu clear facilities differ from place to place and change over time. While 
ƟŷŭıțƟĥōŷŦĉƙƟțōĉǀıțƫƟıīțƦōıțĥŷŮĥıƖƦțŷņțȖƖıƙŐƖōıƙĉŦŐǐĉƦŐŷŮȗțƦŷțīıƟĥƙŐĤıțƦōıțƖŷǁıƙțŐŭĤĉŦĉŮĥıț
between local communities and powerful state and corporate actors, 6 recent studies conducted in 
the UK, the US, and Canada have highlighted that this power/resistance interpretative scheme risks 
ŇŦŷƟƟŐŮŇțŷǀıƙțŦŷĥĉŦțĥŷŭŭƫŮŐƦŐıƟșțŮƫĥŦıĉƙțĉƦƦĉĥōŭıŮƦƟțĉŮīțƟŷŭıƦŐŭıƟțıǀıŮțīıƟŐƙıțƦŷțōŷƟƦțŮƫĥŦıĉƙț
plants and waste repositories.7  

In this research project, we look at decommissioning as a transition process that gives us the 
opportunity to analyze what happens when nuclear sites shut down and become something to 
dispose ofȍŷƙțȖŭĉƦıƙŐĉŦțŷƫƦțŷņțƖŦĉĥıǸȗțƦŷțƫƟıțƦōıțǁŷƙīƟțŷņțĉŮƦōƙŷƖŷŦŷŇŐƟƦț ĉƙǇț@ŷƫŇŦĉƟǽ8 We are 
interested in understanding how the siting and emplacement of nuclear facilities shape the cultural 
and physical landscapes that local communities build, perceive, and inhabit. We are also interested 
in documenting what happens during decommissioning phases and afterwards, when tax revenues, 
jobs, and incomes disappear.  

 

UL : How does this play out on the spot? Could you give us an example or two?  
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DO : We look at decommissioning 
nuclear sites as places of memoryȍ
shared, contested, silencedȍnostalgia, 
planning , and longing for possible, 
alternative futures. For example, 
interestingly enough, cooling towers next 
to reactor buildings often become iconic 
features that external observers take as 
symbols of nuclear power. When these 
structures are demolished, some 
members of the local community feel like 
they are losing part of their identity, a 
point of visual reference that for years 
had been integral to their landscape.  

On the other hand, those who had been 
opposed to the nuclear plant or just look 
forward to th e end of decommissioning 
take the disappearance of the cooling 
tower as a sign of progress and feel 
relieved. You can easily imagine how 
different generations and different 
groups experience and perceive 
decommissioning differently. When I 
interviewed nuclear employees and 
workers and asked them to describe how 
they felt transitioning from the 
operational to the decommissioning 
phases, some of them had emotional 
reactions thinking that such an 
important part of their lives will be torn 
down. Antinuclear and  environmental 
activists certainly do not feel that way. 
These are just examples of how 
decommissioning sites can be motives of 

conflicts between different interest groups who fight over symbolic and very tangible safety, 
economic, and environmental issues.   

 

Fig. 6. The village of Gundremmingen, Germany, with 
Gundremmingen Nuclear Power Plant in the background, on 25 
October 2025, just before the cooling towers were blown up. 
Photos by Davide Orsini. CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 .  
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Fig. 7. Demolition of Gundremmingen Nuclear Power Plant cooling towers on 25 October 2025 . Video by Davide Orsini. 
CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 . 

 

UL : So, decommissioning is not just about getting rid of a hazardous past but also about possible 
futures. The process opens up a variety of potential solutions, or does it? In what ways does the 
nuclear legacy of such a site enable or preclude such solutions?  

DO : Nuclear-industry representatives, generally speaking, talk about site repurposing and 
redevelopment as post-decommissioning scenarios. Over the past years decommissioning expertsȍ
not exclusively in the nuclear sectorȍōĉǀıțƫƟıīțƦōıțƦıƙŭƟțȖŇƙııŮņŐıŦīȗțĉŮīțȖĤƙŷǁŮņŐıŦīȗțƦŷțīıƟĥƙŐĤıț
the final r esult of clean-ƫƖțŷƖıƙĉƦŐŷŮƟǸțĉŦŦƫīŐŮŇțƦŷțƦōıțŐīıĉțƦōĉƦțŐƦșƟțƖŷƟƟŐĤŦıțƦŷțƙıƫƟıțŮƫĥŦıĉƙțƟŐƦıƟț
for other purposesȍwith or without restrictions, depending on the level of residual contamination 
left on site. These terms are not just technical descriptions, th ey suggest that the nuclear industry 
is capable of cleaning up after itself, demonstrating that nuclear -energy production is socially and 
environmentally sustainable, especially now with the emergence of climate change as one of the 
biggest existential cha llenges for humanity in public discourse.  

But apart from public -relations strategies, 
thinking about post -decommissioning futures 
means answering really important questions that 
bare upon the livelihoods of entire communities 
and the sustainability of t he nuclear industry 
itself. 9  First of all, we need to think of 
decommissioning as one crucial process in the 
larger context of the nuclear life cycle, which 
includes uranium extraction, nuclear -fuel 
management, and waste isolation. For example, 
most countriesȍwith the exception of Finland 
and soon Swedenȍcurrently do not have final 
geological repositories.10 This means that spent 
fuel and high -level waste resulting from 
decommissioning operations need to be collected 
and isolated in interim or temporary stor age 

Fig. 8. Dry casks for spent fuel, November 2007. Courtesy 
of US Nuclear Regulatory Commission. Flickr. CC BY-NC-
ND 2.0 . 
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sites. Very often, contaminated materials resulting from decommissioning remain on -site inside dry 
casks waiting for alternative destinations (figure 8). It is clear that for safety and security reasons 
those spaces need constant surveillance and are not available to communities for other purposes.  

ULǷțdțĉƟƟƫŭıțƦōıƙıțĉƙıțĉŦƟŷțƟŐƦıƟțƦōĉƦțōĉǀıțƦŷțĤıțȖƟĉĥƙŐņŐĥıīǸȗțŇŐǀıŮțƫƖǸțīƫıțƦŷțƦōıțōŐŇōțŦıǀıŦțŷņț
contamination? 

DO : There are decommissioned sites that 
due to their residual level of contamination 
cannot be inhabited by human beings 
ĉŮǇŭŷƙıțĉŮīțĉƙıțȖŇŐǀıŮțĤĉĥţțƦŷțŮĉƦƫƙıȗțĉƟț
natural reservations. This is the case in the 
Fernald Preserve in Ohio and in the Rocky 
Flats Wildlife Refuge in Colorado, to name 
just two. 11  Both sites hosted weapon-
production facili ties. Also, think of sites like 
Sellafield, in the UK, which is undergoing a 
decommissioning process that will take more 
than one century (figure 9).12 In addition , 
there are decommissioning projects like 
those regarding gas -cooled, graphite -
moderated react ors installed in France and 
in the UK, and exported to other countries, 
like Italy, in the 1960s, which present specific 
decommissioning challenges due to their 
reactor designs: The irradiated graphite and 
its byproducts inside the reactor cores 
remains radioactive for millennia (like 
carbon-14), and their removal is a technical 

problem for which different solutions have been tested for quite a long time without standard 
results. The picture is therefore much more complex than we might think.  

UL : But what about the impact of decommissioning projects on the environment? One m ight  think 
that when nuclear plants are shut down there are significant risks involved. Is that so?  

DO : Non-experts who live far from nuclear sites may perceive the shutdown of nuclear f acilities as 
innocuous, because they are not operational anymore. This assumption, as I learnt when I started 
studying this issue, is largely misleading. There is a lot of contaminated material sitting inside a 
nuclear power plant, even after the fuel has been removed from the reactor. Another common 
assumption, strategically instilled by nuclear -power promoters since the 1950s, is that nuclear sites 
are like sealed envelopes, isolated from the external environment ; this is not true because both 
reactor ope rations and decommissioning activities produce radioactive effluents that need to be 
discharged into the environment in line with internationally and nationally agreed upon safety 
thresholds and regulations. In general, decommissioning requires the treatme nt and transportation 
of radioactive material off -site. So, nuclear decommissioning is a hazardous industrial activity that 
īıŭĉŮīƟțĥĉƙıņƫŦțƖŦĉŮŮŐŮŇǸțıǆıĥƫƦŐŷŮǸțĉŮīțĥŷŮƟƦĉŮƦțŭŷŮŐƦŷƙŐŮŇȂțŐƦșƟțŮŷƦțƦōıțıŮīțŷņțƦōıțƟƦŷƙǇǸțĤƫƦțƦōıț
beginning of another phase in t he life cycle of nuclear facilities. This is what we want to highlight 
in our project.  

 

Nuclear decommissioning is not the end of the story, but the beginning of 
another phase in the life cycle of nuclear facilities.  

 

ULǷțdƟțƦōıƙıțĉțņŐŮĉŦțƦōŷƫŇōƦțǇŷƫșīțŦŐţe to share? 

Fig. 9. Storm clouds over Sellafield, Cumbria, UK. Sellafield is 
the site where the UK nuclear program has developed since the 
1940s. It hosts the first UK nuclear-power production pl ant, a 
plutonium -production facility, a fuel -reprocessing plant that 
serves the entire UK nuclear fleet, and numerous storage areas 
(silos and ponds) for radioactive material resulting from all 
those activities. Photo by Chris Eaton, 1985. geograph.org.uk. CC 
BY-SA 2.0.  
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DO : Well, the first thing I want to say is: stay tuned because the project website is almost ready 
and will be available soon. We will also build a digital archive with the interviews we are conducting. 
This will be an open source for communiti es, experts, and scholars who are interested in 
decommissioning. Last but not least, we will use the website to launch our documentary in 2030.  

 

.   .   . 
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Tarfala Research Station  is nestled in the Tarfala Valley in the Arctic north of Sweden. It is accessed 
by helicopter or on foot . The hike is challenging, dominated by the moraine landscape left behind 
following glacial retreat, where rock and debris of all sizes scatter down the steep valley walls . The 
station began as a site for the study of glacial mass and quickly became a place for polar -expedition 
training. I t was officially opened as a research station run by Stockholm University in 1961, focussing 
on glaciology and geomorphology, and today  consists of a mess hall and kitchen, lab and lecture 
hall, workshop, sleeping quarters, staff quarters, and a sauna. In summertime, when temperatures 
are comparably mild, Tarfala Research Station is occupied  by staff, visiting researchers, and guests, 
and sometimes hosts university visits with lectures and trips to the glacier. I am one such visitor, in 
the autumn of 2020, staying at the station f or a 10-day pilot study concerning landscapes, science, 
and photography  
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Tarfala Research Station  sits at 1,135 metres above sea level. Thick rusted cables tether the buildings 
to rocks, holding them down against the treacherous winds that rip  throug h the valley. In 1992 
Tarfala experienced the Swedish wind-speed record of 81 metres per second, which carried away 
the sauna. 

 

http://doi.org/10.5282/rcc-springs-17842















































































































