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ABSTRACT 
This article analyzes the intersection between Sustainability Studies and Multispecies Studies, investigating how the multispecies 
approach has been incorporated into academic debates on sustainable development, biodiversity, and community maintenance. Based 
on an integrative review of scientific literature published between 2012 and 2022 in the Capes Journals database, this study identifies 
conceptual links and tensions between the two fields, considering epistemological and methodological implications. Sustainability, 
historically guided by an anthropocentric bias, has been challenged by approaches that emphasize the ontological interdependence 
between humans and non-humans. In this context, Multispecies Studies contribute to a reframing of sustainability by proposing a 
relational and decentralized view of ecological agency. The results point to the need to develop socio-environmental management 
strategies that integrate approaches that go beyond the anthropocentric view in the formulation of sustainable policies.  
Keywords: sustainability; multispecies studies; anthropocentrism. 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
This paper analyzes the intersection between Sustainability Studies and Multispecies Studies, investigating how the multispecies 
approach has been incorporated into academic debates on sustainable development, biodiversity, and community maintenance. Based 
on an integrative review of the scientific literature published between 2012 and 2022 in the Capes Journals database, this study 
identifies conceptual articulations and tensions between the two fields, considering epistemological and methodological implications. 
Sustainability, historically guided by an anthropocentric bias, has been challenged by approaches that emphasize the ontological 
interdependence between humans and non-humans. In this context, Multispecies Studies contribute to a redefinition of sustainability 
by proposing a relational and decentralized view of ecological agency. The results highlight the emergence of an interdisciplinary 
paradigm that expands the frontiers of environmental knowledge and suggests the need for new socio-environmental management 
strategies that integrate multiple agents in the formulation of sustainable policies. 
Keywords: sustainability; multispecies studies; anthropocentrism. 
 
 

Introduction 

In the context of conceptual construction and reflective contributions on socio-environmental crises (Ávila 
Romero, 2021), sustainability studies are challenging due to politically constructed articulations and choices 
around the notion of sustainability. These studies represent one of the most recent chapters in the consolidation 
of Environmental Sciences. This movement began in the 19th century, but from the end of the 20th century 
onwards, it increasingly presented evidence-based results, building consensus and overcoming the speculative 
exercises that gave rise to it (Hughes, 2013). 

As we enter the 21st century, sustainability studies are still controversial. On the one hand, there is 
consolidated knowledge from fields with increasing practical demand, such as sustainability linked to the 
operations of law and management studies; on the other hand, there are those that respond and construct 
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alternatives and point to "nature-based" strategies, such as hydrology. From a critical point of view, there are 
equally emerging fields such as Environmental Humanities. 

In these fields, sustainability is a disputed notion. This is because talking about sustainability implies 
understanding political dimensions (derived from the dialogue between development and environmental issues, 
which led to the Sustainable Development Goals in 2015), moral (the idea of intergenerational justice and 
ethical concern for the future of the planet), and scientific dimensions (institutionalization/internationalization 
built on the tension between criticism, description, analysis, problem solving, and transformation) (Scarano, 
2019, pp. 60-62). 

This has been more widely noticeable since the 2000s. Renzo Tadei (2022) points out that successive 
appropriations (careful or not) of the notion of the Anthropocene have favored a period more sensitive to 
environmental issues, updating concepts, creating others, and multiplying epistemological challenges around 
sustainability. 

One of the challenges has been to reflect on the extent to which new fields of knowledge that appropriate 
sustainability for the elaboration of their reflections—our case of interest, Environmental Humanities—are 
being invited to the debate table, with representation and recognized authority, in relation to topics of interest. 

Among these fields, multispecies studies stand out for their critical intensity and for promoting, at the same 
time, the decentralization of humans in the analysis of the agency of change and the proposal of both concepts 
and the politicization of biodiverse communities. This field proposes that the problems of the environmental 
crisis can only be addressed based on the notion of the co-constitution of phenomena from the agency of 
humans and non-humans (objects, fauna, and flora), understanding them in the horizontality and relationality 
of agencies, with ethical repercussions on the community of living beings (O'Gorman, 2019). 

We understand this field as emerging from readings derived from the problems identified in the search for 
sustainability, while considering that its provocations generate epistemological challenges to the very notion of 
sustainability. If the abstract notion of sustainability brings together initiatives that have sought to identify 
elements, promote actions for change, and construct indicators of environmental change, as is the case with 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), perceiving different lives and their processes of change from a 
multispecies perspective means thinking more slowly and carefully about the horizontal relationships between 
human and non-human agents in the search for more sustainable societies. 

In this article, we seek to identify multispecies studies related to sustainability studies and to what extent 
they are being perceived or taken into account by the latter when it comes to community maintenance, 
community development, and biodiversity. To this end, we conducted an integrative review (Souza et al., 2010; 
Mendes et al., 2008) aimed at extracting what has been published on the multispecies dimension in the context 
of sustainability studies, considering the Brazilian repository Periódicos Capes and adopting the PICO strategy 
(acronym for Patient, Intervention, Comparison, Outcomes) (Garcia, 2016). 

To this end, we conducted a scan of articles that bring together multispecies and sustainability studies on 
the aforementioned portal between 2012 and 2022, understanding it as an exercise in visualizing a bibliographic 
production that circulates in a way that is situated in the contemporary reflection on environmental crises in an 
accessible way in the Brazilian academic community and may be linked to the emergence of another meta-
category explaining these crises that arose in 2000, the Anthropocene (although this reflection is not part of the 
article). 

Thus, we have divided this article into four parts, which revisit a necessary and nuanced reading of the 
notion of sustainability and multispecies studies. Based on the articles identified in the survey, we then discuss 
possible and probable (dis)articulations between these two fields of reflection. 

Sustainability 

The notion of sustainability that became hegemonic between the end of the 20th century and the beginning 
of the 21st century began to be publicized and incorporated internationally after the United Nations Conference 
on the Environment in Stockholm in 1972. There, the conditions for the normalization of the notion of eco-
development (later called sustainable development) gained momentum, amid the presence of different approaches 
to the reconciliation between development and environmental protection that were at stake, including in events 
parallel and simultaneous to the official conference (Pereira, 2022). In this scenario, the contributions of 
Canadian oil entrepreneur Maurice Strong (2003), British business consultant John Elkington (2012), and Polish 
development theorist Ignacy Sachs (1986) stand out in building the pillars of sustainability, which encompass 
not only environmental issues, but also economic, cultural, social, and ethical issues and notions of participatory 
management, with an obviously white and global northern perspective. 
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With the developments that took place from 1972 onwards, the UN established a consolidated notion of 
sustainability in 1987 with the publication of the Brundtland Report. Since then, sustainability has become 
"meeting the needs of current generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs," and based on this premise, it is possible to reflect on the anthropocentric and economistic nature 
that underpins the concept. The anthropocentric perspective was the main objective of sustainable 
development (Ferreira; Bomfim, 2010) and, in this sense, environmental concerns came to be internationally 
based on human needs and well-being (Silva; Rech, 2017). 

In the 1980s, there were already many challenges surrounding the idea of sustainability, with intense 
debates in forums across different regions, while an ecological political agenda was consolidating internationally. 
Brazilian environmentalist José Lutzenberger argued that, in view of the voracious processes of capital on 
natural resources and people, it was urgent to build an ethic of sustainable coexistence (Pereira, 2020). 

In an effort to synthesize, Sartori et al. (2014) related the challenges of sustainability, as a notion and 
objective, to the following criteria: the need for global coordination; relevance to decision-makers; and leverage. 
Silva and Rech (2017) state that for environmentally responsible praxis to occur, anthropocentric paradigms 
must be overcome (Silva; Rech, 2017). Roos and Becker (2012) argue that for sustainable development to occur, 
it is necessary to modify the current model of development: the capitalist-industrial model, where 
environmental education is considered the tool that will make this transition process possible. 

Concerns about sustainability were amplified with the emergence of another concept in 2000, the 
Anthropocene. The term arose to signal/suggest/provoke reflection on the possibility of a new geological 
moment for the planet in which human action interferes with natural systems (Torres, 2017). Specifically, since 
the first industrial revolution (mid-18th century), the changes have been more noticeable, with significant 
milestones causing a kind of rupture in the Earth's balance. Such interference is not limited to climate change, 
but also includes the emergence and proliferation of materials such as plastic, concrete, aluminum, fertilizers, 
pollutants, among others (Silva; Arbilla, 2018). Activities such as the use of fossil fuels, the development of 
agriculture, livestock farming, and deforestation were largely responsible for the increase in greenhouse gas 
emissions (IPCC 2014; Lewis; Maslin, 2015), thus marking a periodization of the history of human presence on 
the planet that has come to be conceived, since the year 2000, as the Anthropocene (Crutzen et al., 2000), and 
which remains widely debated and has repercussions, especially in the humanities. The loss of biodiversity, 
which has caused changes in the integrity of the biosphere, increasing the vulnerability of ecosystems, has been 
redefined in this debate, as well as the two-way relationships established between humans and other beings and 
factors in a collective of humans and non-humans. The impact of human activities has transformed the 
landscape and caused the extinction of many species, as Artaxo (2014) points out, but based on the 
anthropocentric interpretation of these asymmetrical power relations between humans and other beings, it is 
essential to consider reciprocities, relationalities, and situationalities that allow us to say that it is no longer 
possible to construct one-way approaches when talking about human actions and the rest of nature, as pointed 
out by different authors (McNeill, 2003; Buell, 2011). 

The environmental crisis is also a civilizational crisis that shakes epistemological assumptions (Jungues, 
2021). Thus, Fritjof Capra (2002) proposes a broader reading of the concept of sustainability, which relates five 
distinct variables: interdependence, recycling, partnership, flexibility, and diversity. Environmental issues are 
often involved in conflicts of interest and polarization between worldviews, where ethical values and the 
strengthening of the complex interrelationship between society and nature are necessary (Jacob, 2003).  

In a broader view proposed by authors such as Capra (2002), all forms of life are considered to be of equal 
importance. Lovelock (1990) pointed to a considerable paradigm shift with his studies on Gaia, whose theory, 
with contributions from Lynn Margulis, advocates an intimate connection around the chains of life on the 
planet. Capra (2006) also shares this vision of a living and integrated system, where humans are just one of 
many links in a nonlinear network pattern, where each species lives interdependently. The author also highlights 
the perception of deep ecology, which does not separate humans from the natural environment and recognizes 
the interdependence between all phenomena in the cyclical processes of nature. According to him, "deep 
ecology recognizes the intrinsic value of all living beings and conceives of humans as just one particular thread 
in the web of life" (Capra, 1996). From an environmental history perspective, authors such as Donald Hughes 
(2013) point to the importance of ecology both as a field of knowledge and as an appropriate language for 
problematizing and describing the interrelationships between humans and the rest of the natural world, 
considering both the organic dimensions of the tangible world and the characteristic of humans as bio-historical 
entities. 



 

4 
 

Sustainability and Multispecies Studies: Perspectives and Challenges for Building Sustainable Societies 

Fernanda Viero Dias Putini, Jo Klanovicz 

 

 
 

v.14, n.3, 2025 • p. 1-16. • DOI http://dx.doi.org/10.21664/2238-8869.2025v14i13.7953 
 

 

The multispecies perspective 

In this context, multispecies studies comprise an interdisciplinary field where taxonomic research enables 
the exploration of a complex "ecology of beings" (Khon, 2013). It seeks to understand the relationship between 
human and non-human species, in which the key concerns the multiplicity of perspectives and possible 
influences (Pereira, 2018), removing the focus from the exclusivist and monospecific conceptual baggage of 
the social sciences, which have delimited the field of ethnography in predominantly anthropocentric terms. The 
term multispecies does not define life in the exclusivist terms of human social life and does not take nature as 
an objective external reality shared by any culture or any organism (Süssekind, 2018). As Anna Tsing (2015, 
p.180) states: “Human nature is an interspecies relationship.” According to her, in the Anthropocene it is 
important to consider the process of historicity of non-humans, since they also make history with humans, and 
the timelines are entangled. These are more-than-human histories (Tsing, 2021). It is necessary to know the 
stories that humans have made by transforming landscapes, as well as to know the stories of non-human 
participants. She also points out that landscapes are not mere settings, they are dynamic and have active agency 
(Tsing, 2015a). 

For Haraway (2021), “beings constitute each other and themselves in their relationships.” The author 
proposes the constitution of relational thinking, focusing on relationships, multiple interferences, overlaps, and 
symbiogenesis between nature and culture, which she calls “nature-culture,” where thousands of historical, 
biological, and natural-cultural connections intertwine. Massumi’s (2017) work is also important in this sense, 
as it rethinks evolutionary biology, deconstructing the idea of evolution based on the instincts of competition 
and survival. The process of evolution comes to be seen from the perspective of symbiosis, mutual 
collaboration, and cooperation as an adaptive strategy, as Lynn Margulis (1997) had already proposed with the 
idea of symbiogenesis. Tsing (2015b) argues that, for all species, living requires collaboration, that is, living with 
differences, and this causes constant transformations: "we are mixed with others even before we begin any new 
collaboration." 

Interdisciplinary research on the relationship between human culture and the natural environment has 
been conducted to verify how this interaction reveals the nature/culture dichotomy with all its various 
implications. Thus, the duality between nature and culture is discussed through environmental history 
(Gerhardt et al., 2017). Understanding how such histories unfold through multiple relationships, between 
encounters and misunderstandings, and how different species shape each other, interfere with each other, and 
interact with each other is an important step (Haraway, 2021) in rethinking and proposing new discussions 
about sustainability and environmentally viable futures. Thus, the objective of this article is to investigate what 
has been studied about the multispecies dimension in the context of environmental history, considering 
sustainability, and to present the current state of the art of scientific productions on this theme. 

What is written and where it is written 

This review identified 150 articles in the Capes Journals database, 30 of which met the inclusion criteria 
we established. Of the 30 articles selected, 15 are in Portuguese (50%), 12 in Spanish (40%), and 3 in English 
(10%). The time frame was set between 2012 and 2022, with publications distributed as follows: 1 publication 
in 2013 (3.33%), 4 in 2018 (13.33%), 3 in 2019 (10%), 5 in 2020 (16.66%), 11 in 2021 (36.66%), and 6 in 2022 
(20%). Most of the research was conducted from 2018 onwards, with a peak in 2021. It is also possible to note 
that this is, in fact, a very current and expanding field (Table 1). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

5 
 

Sustainability and Multispecies Studies: Perspectives and Challenges for Building Sustainable Societies 

Fernanda Viero Dias Putini, Jo Klanovicz 

 

 
 

v.14, n.3, 2025 • p. 1-16. • DOI http://dx.doi.org/10.21664/2238-8869.2025v14i13.7953 
 

 

Table 1. Number of articles considered in the research inclusion criteria, according to language and year of publication 

LANGUAGE QUANTITY 
YEAR 

2013 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 

Portuguese 15 (50%)  1  5 8 1 

Spanish 12 (40%) 1 2 2  2 5 

English 3 (10%)  1 1  1  

TOTAL 30 1 (3.33%) 4 (13.33%) 3 (10%) 5 (16.66%) 11 (36.66%) 
6 

(20%) 
Source: Prepared by the authors (2022). 

The themes within the multispecies dimension are quite diverse, with many ways in which humans and 
nonhumans relate to each other. Some of the studies analyzed present interactions between humans and animal 
and plant species such as trees, insects, dolphins, fish, sharks, crabs, rodents, other mammals, among others. 
Almost all articles mention in their discussions names of relevance in the contemporary scenario in this area of 
study: Anna Tsing, Donna Haraway, Bruno Latour, and Isabelle Stengers. 

The information extracted from the 30 articles analyzed is presented in the following table, organized by 
source, title, authors, journal, objective, and main considerations (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Summary of the studies considered in the integrative review on the multispecies theme in the context of environmental history and sustainability in the time frame 2012-2022.  
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Source: Prepared by the authors (2022).
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(Dis)articulations between Sustainability Studies and Multispecies Studies 

Multispecies studies lead to the construction of plural worlds, where boundaries between humans and non-
humans are crossed in order to recognize ontological interdependence. Thus, lives are intertwined in various 
ways (Aisher; Damodaran, 2016; Carvalho, 2020). In addition to the field of environmental history, the 
multispecies dimension has also stood out in the field of ethnography. 

Carvalho (2020) addresses the issue of “epistemological vectors” in his study of rodents associated with 
anthropic environments. Species of Rattus rattus (roof rat) and Rattus norvegicus (brown rat) play multiple roles as 
agents and articulators in relations with humans during the Anthropocene, including demands related to 
urbanization that cut across the areas of public health, overpopulation, and environmental imbalance. Segata 
(2019), in researching the Aedes aegypti mosquito, also encompasses such issues. 

Catão (2021) narrates a story of encounters between mullet, dolphins, and fishermen in a relationship of 
coexistence and collaboration. These are stories of multispecies life and temporalities that connect on the beach 
of Laguna (SC). It is very interesting to see how such synchronicity, bonds, and movements occur, in addition 
to the presence of a situation of multi-agency, in which agency is no longer concentrated in just one species but 
is shared. A co-responsive attunement and coordination is built.  

The work of Nascimento and Rodrigues (2021) discusses the well-known relationship between humans 
and sharks in the state of Pernambuco. The authors bring intersectionalities to the fore as they traverse the 
complex relationships of gender, class, generation, and environment. According to them, relationships with 
non-human animals occur in different ways between men and women. 

Espinoza et al. (2022) examined the relationship between Chilean society and non-human lives, in the form 
of pumas, through reports and analysis of historical moments from traditional peoples to the present day. 
According to the authors, in the past there was a certain hierarchy that sought to demonstrate man's domination 
over big cats. However, over time, society has become more sensitive to environmental issues, while also 
becoming more fearful of the wild world (Espinoza et al., 2022). 

In studies conducted with plants by Schiavoni (2021), the author emphasizes that the environment is no 
longer seen as a mere static backdrop where human actions take place. The environment has come to be 
understood as a dynamic medium, a constant set of human and non-human agents that make history together. 
Cravero (2021) observed a web of reciprocal interdependencies in motion, realizing that in the field of 
agroecology it is possible to produce and reproduce rural life in a dynamic of multispecies coexistence, which 
recreates its own existence. 

Known as the Parnaíba Delta, the landscape composed of the Parnaíba River and the sea forms a set of 
brackish water channels. This area was chosen by Pereira and Silveira (2021) to highlight the constitution of 
multispecies landscapes in the face of historical processes. The heterogeneous environment and the formation 
of mangroves allow the coexistence of marine and freshwater animals. The region is inhabited by residents who 
live alongside the other elements of the landscape: animals, plants, tides, soils, etc. This relationship between 
humans and non-humans has undergone transformations over time, as the landscape has also changed. The 
authors describe experiences highlighting the relationships between mangroves, crabs, and crab catchers, which 
persist due to the historicity of the Delta landscape. It is an environment constituted by interactions evidenced 
in the pulse of the mangrove forests that form a large multispecies tangle. The banks of the São Francisco 
River, in the great hinterland of Minas Gerais, were also the subject of a study of multispecies relationships in 
research conducted by Ribeiro (2021), with the aim of understanding how beings perform and act with the 
dynamics and cycles of water. 

Explaining the relationships that are embedded in the landscape, the lives that interact with each other, 
and where humans are part of this multiplicity of beings requires that the (false) idea of human hierarchy over 
a subjugated nature be debunked (Holliver, 2020). A more-than-human agency brings the idea of a multispecies 
connection and the idea of emerging new types of non-hierarchical relationships and alliances (Kirskey; 
Helmreich, 2010). 

Research conducted by Velden (2022) presents the use of multispecies artifacts by the Karitiana indigenous 
people in the Brazilian Amazon, illustrating one of the many aspects that can occur in relationships between 
humans and what the author calls other-than-humans, considering symbolism and issues that go beyond 
expressions of such relationships. 

Still in the field of anthropology, the multispecies dimension plays a significant role in the interdisciplinary 
field, also contributing to conflict resolution, as it considers multiple forms of life and their social and ecological 
relationships (Lederach, 2019). Lederach (2019) analyzed the interconnected lives of peasants in a conflict-
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ridden region of Colombia: avocado plantations, traditional crops, and animals, which form a distinct and 
particular niche of territorial harmony in search of pacification. An ecological notion, which recognizes the 
environment not as static but as emerging in the process of life, contributed to a more harmonious coexistence 
in that region, where the community recognizes the relationships between humans and non-humans and 
considers them central to their own identity. The multispecies lens revealed the construction of a more 
relational, processual, and dynamic behavior valued for peace. 

According to Meillon (2019), the so-called "ecopoetic language" is a form of human expression of the 
cultures of nature, a form of mediator between multiple voices that intertwine in the environment, which is 
much more than a mere backdrop. She addresses the novel by writer Barbara Kingsolver, which relates to 
ecofeminist themes and the field of ecopsychology. Kingsolver's work contributes to awakening the human, 
collective, unconscious environment, which is our "ecological unconscious," and draws on chaos theory, 
inviting readers to change interpretive paradigms. She considers a language that attempts to reconnect us with 
the animal, plant, and elemental wildlife that we humans come from and depend on. An integrated context that 
forms an ecological design that humans cannot free themselves from or control.  

We can cite environmental psychology, which proposes another way of perceiving the relationship between 
humans and their surroundings, a matrix formed by different species and the environment, a collective and 
diverse approach that encompasses the concept of a web. The biocentric principle is intertwined with the 
complexity of existence (Ferreira and Bomfim, 2010). Here, too, it is plausible to insert perspectives from the 
modern era, which argued that living beings have the capacity to experience sensations and feelings such as 
pain, pleasure, joy, and sadness (Silva and Rech, 2017). Species are capable of affecting and being affected by 
others, by the environment, and this implies our constitution (Aldana, 2022). It is possible that we are 
holobionts (Gilbert, 2017), an ecological fusion formed by symbiosis, connection, interaction, including 
emotions, with other species. Affective and ethical relationships with nature are recognized and guide the 
challenges of preserving ecosystems (Fonk and Jacob, 2018). 

Albiero Junior (2021) believes that sustainable societies are those that recognize the agency of both humans 
and non-humans in coordinating skills in the (re)construction of worlds. He brings in the ideas of Anna Tsing 
(2019) to add that such societies "will be those that allow the (re)emergence of coordination for multispecies 
habitability" (Albiero Jr., 2021 p. 4). 

Final considerations 

In light of these studies, it is possible to see that a network of relationships between different species can 
contribute to the sustainability of ecosystems. The differences between species make more equitable life 
scenarios possible (Aldana, 2022). Reflecting on this process and the formation of this immense mosaic of 
interactions contributes to our awareness that we are part of it. Thus, it is also our responsibility, each and every 
one of us, to chart a more sustainable future for a multispecies world. 

As Tsing (2015a, 2015b) points out, the landscape is not merely a backdrop against which human activities 
take place; the landscape comprises a multispecies assembly, composed of the intertwining of diverse forms of 
life. The environment is part of all of us, and we all belong to it. 

In this context, interdisciplinarity across various areas of knowledge is extremely important so that society 
can effectively promote the practice of sustainability. To this end, one of the fundamental principles that guides 
this complex understanding of the interdependence of elements is ecology and all its aspects. We must 
understand the ways in which ecosystems are organized and incorporate other areas in order to implement 
actions that are effectively socio-environmentally responsible. This implies knowledge, awareness of 
environmental issues, consciousness-raising, and changes in habits. Human beings have transformed 
ecosystems, causing many negative impacts. It is our duty to seek to reverse this situation and, in addition to 
minimizing such damage, to provoke and amplify positive impacts. 

This study explored the intersections between sustainability and multispecies studies, offering perspectives 
and outlining challenges for building truly sustainable societies. Although the approach allowed for a 
comprehensive analysis of potential contributions and conceptual obstacles, it is important to recognize some 
limitations. The thematic breadth of sustainability and multispecies studies made it impossible to delve 
exhaustively into all its ramifications, resulting in a more panoramic than detailed discussion in certain areas. 
Future research should focus on an in-depth analysis of initiatives and communities that already integrate, or 
seek to integrate, the welfare of non-human species into their sustainability practices. 
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