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By the springs of ecolinguistics 
Paula Leino, University of Helsinki, Finland 

The global environmental crisis is a commonly acknowledged fact that has already had a profound 

impact on all forms of life and will undoubtedly have an even greater impact on future generations. 

This topic of discourse is pervasive in political, literary, academic, as well as journalistic writings. 

Such writings pose questions that relate to specific values imparted to nature or to the impact of 

changes in the perception of natural environment or the ways humans treat nature. In the past three 

decades, literary ecocriticism has offered a way of exploring these questions both synchronically 

and diachronically and of providing initial answers (Buell 1995). Within linguistics, it is the 

emerging field of ecolinguistics that recognizes and addresses the relationship of humans with 

nature. 

Demonstrating ecolinguistics in practice, this paper tentatively analyzes, within the framework of 

cognitive linguistics, the relationship between natural environment and human beings as it is 

reflected in Biblical Hebrew. In the Middle East, water has been a scant resource since times 

immemorial. This state of affairs is reflected in ancient texts, for example the Bible. Thus water, 

one of the most valuable life-sustaining elements of the natural environment, is given the leading 

role representing nature in this exemplary analysis. The relevant syntactic, morphological and 

semantic elements of the expressions related to water in the chosen passages are analyzed, as well 

as textual features such as metaphors. Special attention is given to whether the text reflects an 

anthropocentric worldview or a biocentric worldview (Verhagen 2008). Moreover, the challenge of 

Andrew Goatly’s suggestion of grammatical metaphors is considered (Goatly 1996), as well as the 

more traditional lakoffian theory of conceptual metaphors, when analyzing the metaphoric nature of 

the linguistic expressions in the text material (Lakoff & Johnson 1980). 

As ecolinguistics is a diverse linguistic field that stretches on the ground of existing linguistic 

theories and research domains, such as critical discourse analysis, sociolinguistics, and the research 

of linguistic diversity to name but a few, there is an ongoing debate regarding possible definitions 

for ecolinguistics (Fill & Mühlhausler 2001; Herlin 2012). The current paper briefly introduces the 

main branches of the theory and methodology of ecolinguistics. This is done by analyzing the initial 

answers of a recent survey conducted by The Language and Ecology Research Forum (LERF 

2013), a group of 220 scholars and students involved in ecolinguistic research. The survey was 

designed mainly by Dr. Arran Stibbe in order to stimulate discussion. The nine questions and seven 

statements of the survey succeeded in providing a large quantity of raw data that was distributed for 

further study to the members of the Language and Ecology Research Forum. This metatheoretical 

exercise further develops the framework used in the aforementioned linguistic analysis. 

In conclusion, this paper introduces an emerging field of linguistic research, namely, ecolinguistics. 

It gives examples of ecolinguistic analyses and further considers the future prospects and 

significance of this kind of research in finding out and making visible the often unconscious but 

existing and effective human attitudes and conceptions regarding non-human nature. 
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