NOTES
PART 1: Introduction


 
These notes accompany part 1 of The Stories We Live By: an online course in ecolinguistics.    


Introduction
Given the current trajectory of increasing inequality, over-consumption and waste, profound changes are needed to hold back or reverse the tide of ecological destruction. The scale of change required goes far beyond small technical fixes such as more efficient cars. It requires the emergence of a different kind of society, based on different stories. If that is not possible, if the stories we live by are too entrenched to be changed, then we will need new stories to survive by, as the earth becomes increasingly hostile to life and current forms of civilisation unravel. This course explores how ecolinguistics can play a role in the reinvention of society along more ecological lines by revealing and challenging the stories we live by. 
The stories we live by are structures in the minds of individuals (cognition) or across the minds of multiple individuals in society (social cognition) that influence how we think, talk and act. 

Ecolinguistics is an umbrella term for a wide range of approaches, with different aims and goals. The form of ecolinguistics described in this course can be summed up as follows: 

Ecolinguistics analyses language to reveal the stories we live by, judges those stories from an ecological perspective, resists damaging stories, and contributes to the search for new stories to live by.

Judging a story from an ecological perspective involves comparing it with the analyst’s own ecological philosophy, or ecosophy. An ecosophy is a framework of values – a vision of ideal relationships of humans, other species and the physical environment. 

	THE STORIES WE LIVE BY
	What they are
Stories in the minds of numerous people in a culture which influence how they think, talk and act. 
	Types of story
Ideologies, framings, metaphors, evaluations, identities, convictions, erasure, and salience

	Quotations: Stories are the key. To redirect the course of humanity, change the stories by which we live. (Korten 2006)   We live in a time of social, economic and ecological unravelling…We believe that the roots of these crises lie in the stories we have been telling ourselves. (Kingsnorth and Hine 2009)  It is all a question of story. We are in trouble just now because we do not have a good story. We are in between stories. The old story, the account of how the world came to be and how we fit into it, is no longer effective. Yet we have not yet learned the new story. (Berry 1988)  Stories are the secret reservoir of values: change the stories that individuals or nations live by and you change the individuals and nations themselves (Okri 1996).

	Examples:  The ‘prosperity story’ which promotes worship of material acquisition and money; the ‘biblical story’ which focuses on the after-life rather than the world around us; the ‘security story’ which builds up the military and police to protect relationships of domination; and the ‘secular meaning story’ which reduces life to matter and mechanism (Korten 2006).  The most dangerous story we live by is ‘the story of human centrality, of a species destined to be lord of all it surveys, unconfined by the limits that apply to other, lesser creatures’. (Kingsnorth and Hine 2009)

	Discussion question: Are the stories we live by unravelling? What stories are particularly problematic? Where can we look for new stories to live by? 
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Chapter 1 of Ecolinguistics: language, ecology and the stories we live by. (Stibbe: 2015) 

This chapter introduced the concept of the ‘stories we live by’, which are structures in the minds of multiple individuals across society which influence how we think, talk and act. Clearly, the current stories we live by are not working, since society is becoming increasingly unequal and ecologically unsustainable. The chapter described the main role of ecolinguistics as revealing the stories-we-live-by, questioning them from an ecological perspective, and contributing to the search for new stories to live by. It discussed what the ‘eco’ of ecolinguistics refers to: the life-sustaining relationships of humans with other humans, other species and the physical environment. It also described what the ‘linguistics’ of ecolinguistics refers to: any linguistic framework or tool that can analyse language to reveal the underlying stories that we live by. The chapter also described how stories are judged as being destructive or beneficial using an ecological philosophy (ecosophy), and stated the particular ecosophy that the book is based on. Finally, it noted that the term ‘ecolinguistics’ is used in a number of ways by different authors, and that the book describes just one particular approach. 


Glossary

	
Ambivalent story: A story which only partially accords with the ecosophy of the analyst (e.g. it is seen as having mixed benefits and drawbacks in encouraging people to protect the ecosystems that life depends on).
Beneficial story: A story which accords with the ecosophy of the analyst (e.g. it is seen as encouraging people to protect the ecosystems that life depends on). 
Destructive story: A story which opposes or contradicts the ecosophy of the analyst (e.g. it is seen as encouraging people to destroy the ecosystems that life depends on).
Ecolinguistics: An umbrella term for approaches that investigate language and various kinds of interaction. The form of ecolinguistics described in this course analyses language to reveal the stories-we-live-by, judges those stories according to an ecosophy, resists stories which oppose the ecosophy, and contributes to the search for new stories to live by.
Ecosophy: An ecological philosophy, i.e., a normative set of principles and assumptions about relationships among humans, other forms of life and the physical environment. Analysts use their own ecosophy to judge the stories that they reveal through linguistic analysis. 
Story: A cognitive structure in the minds of individuals which influences how they perceive the world. Types of story include ideologies, metaphors, framings, identities, evaluations, convictions, erasure and salience. 
Story-we-live-by: A story in the minds of multiple individuals across a culture. 
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These notes draw brief extracts from Stibbe (2015: p.183-188), and glossary items from Stibbe (2015: p.200-207). Data examples are from the Ecolinguistics Text Collection (www.storiesweliveby.org.uk/references)



	Extract 

From Stibbe, A., 2014. An ecolinguistic approach to critical discourse studies. Critical Discourse Studies, 11 (1), 117–128. With thanks to Taylor and Francis (www.tandfonline.com) for permission to reproduce this extract.


In essence, ecolinguistics consists of questioning the stories that underpin our current unsustainable civilization, exposing those stories that are clearly not working, that are leading to ecological destruction and social injustice, and finding new stories that work better in the conditions of the world that we face. These are not stories in the traditional sense of a narrative, however, but rather discourses, frames, metaphors and, in general, clusters of linguistic features that come together to covey particular worldviews. Halliday (2001: 103) warns that ‘There is a syndrome of grammatical features which conspire...to construe reality in a certain way; and it is a way that is no longer good for our health as a species’. Mühlhäusler (2003:91) similarly writes that ‘grammatical constructions have developed in the more recent past that might encourage language habits which have contributed to our present environmental crisis.’ Goatly (2001:203) goes further, stating that ‘ordinary language, especially the transitive clause, is inadequate to the representation of the world demanded by…ecological theory’, disagreeing with Halliday that the problem lies in features such as nominalisation and instead critiquing the way clauses divide the world into agents and affected participants. In general, the ‘linguistics’ side of ecolinguistics holds out the promise of sophisticated analysis of the linguistic mechanisms by which worldviews are constructed, reproduced, spread and resisted while the ‘eco’ side promises a sophisticated ecological framework to consider the role of those worldviews in preserving or undermining the conditions that support life…
Ecolinguistic studies vary in sophistication, comprehensiveness, depth of analysis and motivation, but some general characteristics of an ecolinguistic approach to discourse analysis are described below:

a) The focus is on discourses that have (or potentially have) a significant impact not only on how people treat other people but also how they treat the larger ecological systems that life depends on. 
b) The discourses are analysed by showing how clusters of linguistic features come together to form particular worldviews or ‘cultural codes’. A cultural code is ‘a compact package of shared values, norms, ethos and social beliefs… [which] constructs and reflect the community’s “common sense”’ (Gavriely-Nuri 2012: 80). An example is the pervasive code that sees unlimited economic growth as both a possible and a desirable goal for human societies. 
c) The criteria that worldviews are judged by are derived from an explicit or implicit ecological philosophy (or ecosophy). An ecosophy is informed by both a scientific understanding of how organisms (including humans) depend on interactions with other organisms and a physical environment to survive and flourish, and also an ethical framework to decide why survival and flourishing matters and whose survival and flourishing matters. 
d) The study aims to expose and draw attention to discourses which appear to be ecologically destructive (i.e., work against the principles of the ecosophy), or alternatively to seek out and promote discourses which could potentially help protect and preserve the conditions that support life (i.e., are aligned with the values of the ecosophy).  
e) The study is aimed towards practical application through raising awareness of the role of language in ecological destruction or protection, informing policy, informing educational development, or providing ideas that can be drawn on in redesigning existing texts or producing new texts in the future.  
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