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Water, Language and Discourse:  
From an Eco-topic  
to an Eco-vision

Jan Chovanec and Douglas Mark Ponton

Abstract 
Over the past couple of decades, ecological and environmental topics have become estab-
lished as relatively common subjects for discourse analytical linguistic research. However, 
alongside the rising interest in the discursive representation of various issues related to the 
current problems of the day, such as global warming, environmental pollution, ecological dis-
asters and natural catastrophes, we have seen the emergence of the new discipline of ecolin-
guistics. In this article, we briefly outline some of the central concerns of the ‘ecolinguistic’ 
approach to language study, and provide an overview of the papers that are included in the 
special issue ‘Encounters with water: An ecolinguistic perspective’, pointing out the common 
themes and the various methodological points of departure. The text concludes by suggesting 
that the ecolinguistic dimension, which is relevant for the exploration of both the language 
system and the actual language use, is understood as one of the possible components of the 
broadly defined context in which any language-based communicative activity is grounded. 

Key words
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guistics

In recent years, the attention of many linguists has turned to ecological and en-
vironment topics, which is perhaps hardly surprising given that we live in a time 
of global warming, environmental pollution, ecological disasters and natural ca-
tastrophes. While those issues, which have become almost centrally defining for 
our human existence in the world, have provided the subject matter for countless 
research, e.g. as regards the representation of these phenomena, we have also 
seen the rise of a new subdiscipline of linguistics under the label of ‘ecolinguis-
tics’, which explores, among other, the relationship between the human and the 
natural environments in relation to language and discourse.

Still, upon encountering the field of ecolinguistics, many linguists may raise 
a number of possibly controversial questions. Is ecolinguistics a subdiscipline of 
linguistics with its own methods? Is it a  socially committed approach that seeks 
to engender a social change rather than describe the situation? Is there actually 
a need for another branch of linguistics? Is this a  temporary fad or a welcome 
addition of a new useful perspective? While we do not seek to address these and 
other questions here, leaving the discussion of the scope, methods and legitimacy 
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of ecolinguistics to other scholars (see, for instance, the papers included in Fill 
and Penz 2017), we need to highlight several dimensions of ecolinguistics to 
serve as a preface to this special issue, and point out where such dimensions are 
grounded in terms of the more traditional theoretical approaches to the analysis 
of language data. 

First of all, an important aspect of ecolinguistics concerns the exploration 
of the linguistic means available to specific languages (i.e., the ‘langue’ dimen-
sion). Hand in hand with that goes the emphasis on alternative conceptualiza-
tions of the natural world and the ecosystem in various linguistic communities. 
For instance, the agency and centrality of such conceptualizations of the natural 
world differ in Western and traditional cultures, where the latter may promote 
a  more sustainable worldview, different from the consumerist exploitation of 
natural resources that underlies the ideological basis of many modern societies. 
In the endeavour to uncover the linguistic basis of such conceptualizations, the 
discipline offers fertile ground for cognitive linguistic analyses in order to reveal 
the conceptual structures (as well as metaphorical representations) of various 
eco-topics and concepts, such as the human perception of the extralinguistic sit-
uation, including the environment (Soloshenko, this volume) – a perspective that 
is particularly sensitive to cross-cultural variation and intercultural encounters 
(see Stibbe 2015). The importance of this research is highlighted by the fact that, 
as suggested by Halliday (1990: 71), “the system [original emphasis] of the lan-
guage construes the ideology of the society as a whole”, although “the deployment 
of resources within the system [original emphasis]” also matters – it “differentiates 
among the different groups within a society” (Halliday 1990: 71).

The latter dimension, thus, concerns how users strategically deploy the linguis-
tic means available to them, i.e. how they put language to use in actual discourse. 
In this sense, the eco-topics become the subject matter, and the focus of our 
attention shifts to how diverse social actors – whether individual, institutional or 
corporate – engage in various discursive practices such as storytelling, whereby, 
through complex narratives, speakers may seek to legitimate their own positions 
and delegitimate others’ (see Ponton 2024). This is the level of the social semi-
otic on which social actors use discursive means to construct their identities. By 
associating themselves with eco-topics, for instance, they may engage in a form 
of strategic self-positioning or even self-branding (see Marino, this volume). The 
discourse analytical and pragmatic directions of research, then, can shed light on 
the myriad communicative purposes and intentions that underlie everyday inter-
actions between the people with respect to the environment, either in private or 
public communicative acts.

Finally, some ecolinguistic approaches highlight the transformative potential 
of linguistic analysis understood as a  form of social critique. As suggested by 
Raimo (this volume), in ecolinguistics, “it is crucial to critique and reform linguis-
tic representations that perpetuate unsustainable practices, fostering a discourse 
that highlights the interconnectedness of all forms of life”. In this sense, ecolin-
guistics shares some of its points of departure with critical discourse analysis, 
which likewise seeks to use linguistic analysis as a means for uncovering the ways 
bias and ideology are expressed in discourse (see Stibbe 2014a, b). Clearly, in all 
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these areas, ecolinguistics is not relying on any specific method of its own but 
draws on existing theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches, apply-
ing them from the ecolinguistic perspective.

When delimiting the field of ecolinguists, Fill and Penz (2017: 1) bring into 
fore the notion of ‘ecology’ and ‘ecosystem’ in a broad sense: as the interrelations 
between living and non-living entities. They extend this notion to cover the ‘ecol-
ogy of language(s)’, which also covers some issues that are commonly studied in 
sociolinguistics, such as language diversity, language endangerment and language 
maintenance. This broader view of ecolinguistics, which represents one of the 
older strands of ecolinguistics comparing biological diversity to linguistic diversity, 
departs from the more specific and constrained focus on environmental issues. 
In addition, Fill and Penz (2017: 3) suggest that most recently some scholars have 
come to see ecolinguistics “no longer as a discipline within the study of language, 
but as a unified ecological worldview”. Such scholars even call for a philosophical 
view of ecolinguistics as a science that transcends all other sciences. 

In this volume, we are content with the simpler definition of ecolinguistics as 
dealing with “the impact of language and discourse in describing, but also aggra-
vating and perhaps alleviating, environment problems” (Fill and Penz 2017: 3). 
As indicated in the title of this special issue, we ecolinguistics as a lens or a per-
spective for exploring environment-related issues that involve language, both on 
the level of the linguistic system and on the level of language use in context, or 
discourse.

The papers collected in this special issue address one of the central themes in 
environmentally oriented discourse – water. This theme is dealt with in relation 
to a number of other concepts that are currently relevant in our modern age, 
such as pollution, sustainability, (inter-)cultural codes, and wellbeing. The papers 
adopt mutually complementary perspectives and methodologies ranging from 
critical discourse studies, multimodality and social semiotics and pragma-stylis-
tics, to cognitive, contrastive and corpus linguistics. In what follows, we provide 
a brief outline of the papers included in this collection before summarizing and 
identifying their common points of contact.

In the opening paper, Elena Intorcia deals with discursive legitimation in the 
area of corporate discourse. Focusing on the ocean cruise industry, which has 
emerged in recent decades as a  major source of environment pollution, she 
adopts a critical discourse studies perspective to analyse company sustainability 
reports, whereby the companies seek to control the narratives about their envi-
ronmental impact. At the same time, these reports have to reconcile the conflict-
ing discourses of the companies’ social and environmental responsibility and 
their duty to shareholders to maximize profits. Out of the several possible self-le-
gitimization strategies, the paper focuses on authorization and moral evaluation, 
where keyword and collocation analysis reveals how corporate talk (such words as 
ethical, commitment) comes into interplay with eco-words (e.g. marine, ocean, water) 
and even comes up with some creative new formations (e.g., seastainability).

The idea of corporate sustainability discourses is continued by Luisa Marino, 
who tracks how beauty brands tap into the sustainability narratives in relation to 
multimodally constructing their own brand identities. In her social semiotic case 
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study, Marino analyses the Blue Report, a document addressing Biotherm’s envi-
ronmental performance, to identify how the company uses verbal and non-verbal 
storytelling strategies to communicate its identity to the public, while being sen-
sitive to and reflecting the current socio-political trends and cultural norms. The 
study documents how a common strategic narrative can be created and conveyed 
with the goal of persuading stakeholders about the existence of a common, envi-
ronmentally-conscious interest. This goal is achieved through the combination 
of ‘grand’ narratives with ‘small’, semi-formal narratives, which helps build the 
company’s reputation with respect to eco-themes.

The third paper in this issue, contributed by Douglas Ponton, shifts the atten-
tion from corporate discourse to a close pragma-stylistic investigation of ecolin-
guistic concerns in poetic discourse. In this paper, Douglas Ponton explores tran-
sitivity patterns and metaphorical reversals in the work of the English poet Philip 
Larkin in order to trace how ecological relationships are reconfigured, i.e., how 
natural elements acquire agency under the author’s poetic vision. In Larkin’s 
literary work, the natural world is not the passive experiencer of human actions 
but becomes metaphorically elevated to a more equal status with humans. This 
ecolinguistic vision of Larkin’s is strikingly similar to some of the modern argu-
ments of ecolinguists that highlight the more positive patterns of representation 
of natural elements (such as water) as opposed to their more traditional role as 
negative phenomena that constitute a potential threat that needs to be countered 
by humans. For Ponton, the metaphorical reversal whereby human experience 
serves as a source domain for the conceptual mapping of non-human perspec-
tives (associated with the natural world) is crucial: it enables the non-human 
natural and ecological phenomena to manifest emotions and even consciousness.

Climate discourse comes to the fore in the next paper, by Anna Raimo, who 
addresses the framing of water in Italian news discourse. Based on a complex 
and multi-dimensional corpus analysis of hydro-climactic phenomena in the Ital-
ian newspaper The Post Internazionale, she critically assesses how such issues are 
framed. The data reveal the presence of institutional and affective narratives on 
the one hand and the marginalization of scientific narratives on the other. The 
cross-section lexical analysis of the media likewise indicates an interesting imbal-
ance in climate coverage; the Politica section contains a governance-oriented nar-
rative and only marginal presence of vocabulary related to climate – that means 
that environmental issues are essentially sidelined. By contrast, the Ambiente sec-
tion does give a greater presence to environmental topics, yet they tend to be 
covered in affective and narrative-driven framings. Here, the approach, thus, is 
one of emotional appeal rather than social and systemic critique. On a more 
general level, the paper illustrates – as argued by the author – “the role of media 
language in shaping public understandings of climate change and […] how insti-
tutional discourse may contribute to – or constrain – more critical engagement 
with ecological issues”.

The fifth paper takes ecolinguistic research into the field of cognitive linguis-
tics. Adopting a contrastive and comparative perspective to her essentially anthro-
pological research, Monika Christine Rohmer explores how languages differ in 
their conceptualization of the environment. She focuses on the conceptualization 
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of waterscapes (particularly the sea) in French and Wolof (a Senegal language), 
with the aim of identifying the salient cultural codes associated with the envi-
ronment in the two respective languages and their communities of speakers. 
The comparative cognitive linguistic perspective indicates that while the speakers 
show a general correspondence about the ‘sea’ concept, they differ significantly 
in other related notions, most notably the ‘beach’ concept. While the French 
associate it with leisure, for the Wolof speakers the dominant link is with fishing. 
The contrastive cognitive perspective shows that language and ecology are inter-
related in more intricate ways than one might think; it can help us understand 
why different communities ‘see’ the world differently, e.g. concerning water-re-
lated waste and pollution (as is again the case with Wolof speakers).

The last paper in this special issue further develops the cognitive dimension of 
ecolinguistic research by exploring the positive effect of metaphorical language 
on psychological well-being. In her research on aquatic metaphors in French, 
Alena Soloshenko focuses on how metaphors shape the ways we relate to nature 
and how they influence our thoughts and behaviour. She traces the positive affec-
tive experiences which are evoked through metaphors of aquatic ecosystems, 
underlining the link between language, nature and human well-being. This posi-
tion is predicated on the cognitivist premise that language shapes thought and 
the psychological belief that positive emotions are fundamental to our cognitive 
functions and processes. Harmonious human-nature relationships, as attested by 
the cognitive representations found in conceptual metaphors, are thus crucial for 
our well-being. The research indicates that water-related metaphors have a restor-
ative power, leading to the conclusion that we have to reframe our relationship 
with natural elements vis-à-vis the current environmental challenges.

While revolving around the common eco-topic of water, the papers contained 
in this special issue document a  surprisingly varied tapestry of linguistic phe-
nomena that are worth investigating when trying to understand the relationship 
between language and the ecological context. Adopting their own theoretical 
and methodological frameworks, the individual contributions reveal how lan-
guage encodes the underlying worldviews and expresses the associated cultural 
codes, as well as how eco-topics can be strategically handled by individual and 
institutional social agents in actual discourse, e.g. in media communication, pub-
lic relations, marketing, corporate discourse, and even poetic language, among 
others. We hope that this volume will inspire further linguistic research from an 
ecolinguistic perspective along any of the axes probed in this collection – be it 
the repertoire of linguistic means available to a  community of language users 
and the nature of various linguistic systems on the one hand, or the actual use 
of such linguistic means in context and the discursive representation of eco-
themes in specific communicative situations on the other. In this sense, we agree 
with Rohmer (this volume), who argues that the study of language should be 
rethought to “consider the embedded reality of language and language use in 
ecosystems, environments, and specific contexts”. That is the eco-vision that we 
avail ourselves of, where the ecolinguistic dimension is understood as one of the 
possible components of the broadly defined context in which any communica-
tive activity is inevitably located.
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