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Abstract 
As climate change becomes more destructive to our planet, some governments have taken 

action towards a more sustainable future. One being the UK, where a Climate Emergency was 

declared in 2019, which affects public corporations and news outlets. The aim of this thesis is 

to investigate how news reports portray natural disasters from an eco-linguistic perspective. 

This qualitative study focuses on analysing data regarding the 2019-2020 wildfires in 

Australia through the linguistic choices made in the texts by incorporating a combination of 

corpus linguistics, eco-linguistics and media discourse. The corpus under investigation 

consists of 41,055 words collected from 4 different UK-based news outlets. In order to 

analyse the data, I chose three search words (fire, climate and animal) to further investigate 

by using both corpus- and eco-linguistics. The results showcase a consistent pattern within the 

selected search words: fire and climate are portrayed as threats whereas animals are portrayed 

as victims. Yet, the most remarkable finding is regarding climate, as it is viewed as a cause 

rather than an effect caused by human actions. This study is a step towards a better 

understanding of climate change in news reporting; providing an insight on what the 

discourse is lacking but could be included.  
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1 Introduction 
Climate crisis is taking its toll on the world more than ever in the 21st century. It seems that 

there is constantly more news regarding the effects of this global emergency. From floods to 

wildfires and extreme temperatures ravaging the Earth. This study will investigate the news 

reporting regarding a specific incident, debated to be a ramification of climate change, the 

colossal 2019-2020 Australian wildfires. 

The research question of this study is: how does news reporting portray wildfires from 

an eco-linguistic perspective? This will be answered using the following supporting research 

questions for a more specific approach: 

1.  What kind of (eco)linguistic choices are made in the reporting? 

2. How do these linguistic choices define the portrayal of wildfires in media? 

The aim of this study is to investigate and analyse what kind of linguistic choices were 

made in the news reporting regarding the Australian wildfires in 2019-2020. The study is 

done through a combination of both a corpus driven analysis as well as an eco-linguistic 

analysis. As this is a study regarding media, media discourse will also be taken into 

consideration while analysing the final results.  

Seeing the results from the corpus-based investigation, I decided to move forward with 

the deeper analysis using eco-linguistics and analysing three search words, representing 

different aspects of the reports: fire, climate and animal. The goal is to see how these words 

are presented in the text – as a cause or an effect. These are the words selected for this 

investigation considering their direct influence on one another: climate has an effect on the 

fires which effect the animals. These aspects are of high importance in both eco-linguistics as 

well as the climate emergency discourse. 

As other studies have shown, the discussion around climate has increased significantly 

in the last few decades. Liu and Stevenson (2013), Carmen (2019) and Koteyko et. al.’s 

(2013) studies were particularly relevant to this study, as they both investigated climate issues 

from a media perspective, by analysing the different linguistic choices, using corpus-

linguistics as the main method. These two studies in particular are comparative studies, which 

differentiates from this one, whereas Koteyko et. al.’s (2013) study is performed in a similar 

way as this one. From these previous studies I have come to learn how to narrow down my 

data as this is a qualitative study – which is somewhat unusual for a corpus-based study. As 

Liu’s (2013) study proves, having media sources from different cultural backgrounds effects 
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the focal points of the news, this helped me narrow down my data collection to UK-based 

sources only. As for Carmen’s (2019) study, which is a quantitative study, it proved that even 

though the people think one thing, the media might not always align with the same views. 

Lastly, Koteyko et. al.’s (2013) study supports my approach of doing a qualitative study 

whilst doing a corpus-based study. 

 

2 Background  
In this section I will be discussing the situational background regarding the wildfires in 

Australia (2019-2020) as well as the declaration of climate emergency. Then I will introduce 

the theoretical background relevant to this study: eco-linguistics, media discourse and corpus 

linguistics. 

 

2.1 Wildfires  

In June of 2019, tragic wildfires started in the South-East-coast of Australia. By September 

2019, the fires were out of control and spreading rapidly, being deemed as ‘catastrophic’ 

(Lagan. 2019). 

The cause of the fires is mostly weather conditions; the Australian summer is an annual 

wildfire season but this one was on a whole new level. Previously, the most catastrophic 

wildfire in Australia was in 2009, known as “Black Saturday” (Australian Disaster Resilience: 

Knowledge Hub (ADS), 2009), when more than 400 individual fires started in one day. 

Unlike the 2019-2020 fire, Black Saturday was caused by powerlines, arson and lightning 

(ADS, 2009). The 2019-2020 fires were most likely caused by a combination of the 

following: lightning strikes, accidents, alleged arson, drought, global warming and record-

breaking heat. The drought helped escalate the spread of the fires (Center of Disaster 

Philantropy (CDP, 2019). The massive spread of these fires point to climate change, since a 

wildfire of this scale has never happened before. By March 4th, 2020 the fires in New South 

Wales had been fully extinguished and in Victoria they were contained (CDP, 2019).  

The fires caused major damage to Australia – from properties to wildlife, the damages 

of this event have left its mark on the people, with approximately 18,636,079 ha left burnt, 

including more than 9000 buildings (CDP, 2019). Hundreds of human lives were lost, and it 

is estimated that over a billion animals were killed in the fires, and many are left without their 

natural habitat. Due to these damages, this particular wildfire has been by far the most tragic 

environmental and ecological catastrophe in human history to date. 
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2.2 Climate Emergency  

The declaration of Climate Emergency is a relevant aspect to this study considering how it 

has affected the approach towards climate issues in the UK – and as the sources used in this 

study are UK-based, it is important to discuss how this declaration may have affected news 

reporting. The declaration of Climate Emergency was put in motion in the United Kingdom 

on May 1st, 2019. This would change the way people and most importantly public 

organizations approach climate crisis issues – even in the news. The declaration of Climate 

Emergency proclaims that the United Kingdom has deemed the climate crisis an emergency, 

as a means to recognize and take action against the climate crisis. The aim of this initiative is 

for the UK to decrease its carbon emissions by 80% by the year 2050, which would match 

with the carbon emissions of 1990. 

In Australia there has not been an official declaration of a climate emergency yet, but in 

September 2013 the Australia Medical Association declared climate change a public health 

emergency. By the year 2019 there have been multiple online petitions with the intention of 

having a governmental declaration of Climate Emergency, the latest in 2019 receiving more 

than 400,00 signatures. ‘The bill: declares an environment and climate emergency; outlines 

the obligations of public service agencies to recognise and act in accordance with the 

declaration; and establishes the Multi-Party Climate Emergency Committee to report to 

Cabinet in relation to the climate emergency declaration’ (Commonwealth Parliament and 

Parliament House, 2020). On the 2nd of March 2020 the petition was introduced and read to 

the Parliament. No process has been made since. 
 

2.3 Eco-Linguistics 
As Climate Emergency has an effect on corporations, such as news media outlets, this has an 

impact on the choices that are made in writing their news stories. To analyse text regarding 

the climate and the environment, this study will be using eco-linguistics, which is a set of 

theories used to analyse text from an ecological and environmental viewpoint by emphasizing 

these topics. 

Eco-linguistics is a set of linguistic theories with a heavier focus on animals, plants and 

physical environment and how they are or are not represented. It was first introduced by 

Arran Stibbe in 2014 in a research paper which later developed into a much wider concept – 

adapting linguistic theories that support eco-linguistics from other theorists, such as Lakoff 
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and Verhagen, which will be used in this study. It should be highlighted, that even though 

Stibbe is the frontrunner of eco-linguistics, it is expanded with existing theories that support 

its agenda: ‘explor[ing] the role of language in the life-sustaining interactions of humans, 

other species and the physical environment’ (The International Ecolinguistics Association, 

2020). Eco-linguistics has two aims: to develop linguistic theories to see humans as not only a 

part of society but a part of bigger ecosystems as well as to demonstrate how linguistics can 

be used to challenge ecological issues, such as climate change and biodiversity loss (The 

International Ecolinguistics Association).  

The first aim of Eco-linguistics can be connected to CDA – which will not be used in 

this study. As CDA tends to focus more on the oppressed in human society (gender, race, 

class etc.) (Simpson et al, 2019: 117), whereas eco-linguistics focuses on the oppressed in 

nature and the environment (Stibbe, 2014: 2) which is the focal point of this paper. The 

following linguistic concepts support the eco-linguistics approach and will be used in this 

study: framings as defined by Lakoff (2010), metaphors as defined and discussed by 

Verhagen (2008) as well as Simpson, Mayr and Statham (2019) and erasure as defined by 

Stibbe (2014).  

 

2.3.1 Framings   

First, I will introduce framings, which Stibbe (2014) believes to be a key component in eco-

linguistics. It provides a deeper connection to the texts context and meaning by providing 

mental imagery connected to the topic – directly or indirectly. Stibbe defines framings in Eco-

linguistics by using Lakoff’s theories on different frames. According to Lakoff, framings are 

evoked by “trigger words”, such as ‘climate crisis’. In short, frames are ‘communicated via 

language and visual images’ (Lakoff. 2010 P. 74), as in cue words triggering mental images 

and related words in one’s mind. Frames related to ‘coffee shop’ would be customer, barista, 

coffee, muffin etc. Among with these frames, the relations to these words form what could 

happen in the framing, or in this case, the coffee shop: “A customer enters the coffee shop and 

asks the barista for a coffee and a muffin to-go”. Frames like these are a given in a neutral 

brain: a word can activate a system of words in the same category, or a frame (coffee shop). 

‘[T]hink in terms of typically unconscious structures called “frames” – Frames include 

semantic roles, relations between roles, and relations to other frames’ Lakoff. 2010: 71) 

Other forms of using frames are as follows: Frame chaining, is a process where the 

frame is modified over time, changing its meaning drastically from the original (Stories We 

Live By (SWLB), 2014). An example of this would be a frame for the word ‘western’, which 



 

 

6 

previously evoked frames like cowboy (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020) or saloon (Cambridge 

Dictionary, 2020). But today western is more connected to the western world (North, 1998), 

and thus triggering frames like Caucasian (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020) and European 

(Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). Frame displacement is a rhetorical move where a frame is 

glossed over and/or partially replaced by another (SWLB, 2014). A good example would be 

the frames related to the dairy industry; as many do not connect their glass of milk to the 

endless torture that is needed to produce the milk. This has become evident in other sorts of 

marketing purposes as well, where the production is morally questionable but is marketed as 

harmless or glossed over entirely. Next, frame modification, as defined by SWLB (2014) is 

modifying an existing frame to create a new one that features some of the same structure and 

characteristics as the old one, such as ‘chat’ or ‘chatting’, which previously entailed a casual 

or informal spoken discussion (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020), but is now used more in digital 

communication (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). Thus, chatting is still a casual discussion 

between people – just in a different setting then it used to be. Lastly, framing is setting up a 

scene for a reader by conceptualising issues: e.g. ‘climate crisis is a problem’ (Lakoff, 2010: 

71). 

 

2.3.2 Metaphors   

The second theory used to analyse the data in this study are metaphors, as it is found to be a 

useful tool in studying a text from an eco-linguistic point-of-view. Stibbe (2014) finds 

metaphors necessary in finding “hidden” representation of ecological and environmental 

components in language or a form of brushing over issues such as animal cruelty (Stibbe, 

2014: 2). Metaphors function as a fundamental method of ‘conceptualizing the world’ 

(Verhagen, 2008: 1) through the ability to take in new or abstract experiences to familiar 

patterns of understanding. Verhagen argues that by projecting one domain of knowledge onto 

another, newer or abstract, domain is understood in terms of the other and more concrete one 

(Verhagen, 2008: 2).   

In short, metaphor is a figure of speech, in which a word or a phrase is applied to an 

action or an object in a way that it could not literally be. It consists of three parts, specific, 

concrete and imaginable: e.g. ‘climate crisis is a rollercoaster’ (Verhagen, 2008: 2). 

There is also metaphorical reasoning, which implies the use of knowledge from the source 

frame in reasoning about the target domain: e.g. pigs are machines. Where machines are seen 

as having no feelings, yet pigs have them, which then implies that pigs have no feelings. 

Metaphorical entailment is where X metaphorically entails Y, if the correct metaphor is 
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applied. Y is necessarily true if X is true: e.g., ‘people have rights’ metaphorically entails that 

‘corporations have rights’ if a ‘corporations are people’ metaphor is applied. (Verhagen, 

2008: 5)   

In eco-linguistics, metaphors are a common occurrence; for example, whilst 

discussing climate crisis, the metaphors used are often war terms, as the climate crisis is 

viewed as an enemy, not a consequence of human actions (Verhagen, 2008: 4). 

A corpus based critical metaphor analysis can be done in two ways: ‘qualitative allows 

us to state what counts as metaphor, the quantitative analysis allows to state the frequency of 

a metaphor in a corpus’ (Simpson, Mayr & Statham 2019: 358). This study will use a 

combination of both. 

 

2.3.3 Erasure  

The last theory used in this study is erasure. Erasure is failing to mention negative issues by 

only mentioning the positives or; leaving out something that is viewed as unimportant and 

thus unworthy of attention and mentioning in the context. In actuality, erasure is ‘to denote 

the absence of something important - something that is present in reality but is overlooked or 

deliberately ignored in a particular discourse’ (Stibbe, 2014: 2) For example, erasure can be 

analysed in advertising, which highlights consumerism and fails to mention the ecological 

weight that the product has on nature. Another way of using erasure as a form of analysis is 

detecting ‘erasure patterns.’ Erasure patterns are a linguistic representation of an area that is 

irrelevant, marginal or unimportant through it being systematically left out of the discourse. 

Erasure can be divided into three parts: the void, the mask and the trace. (Stibbe, 2014:  

3). The void is the most obvious one of the three, it is essentially what is being left out. The 

aspects that are viewed as unimportant or insignificant. According to Stibbe, ‘goods are 

described as produced by ‘services’ without mention of what is destroyed, harmed or 

disturbed to make the goods, i.e., the animals, plants and ecosystems used in or affected by 

production’ (Stibbe, 2014: 6). 

The mask is what is covering the missing information, usually through metaphors: 

‘These metaphors explicitly encourage the reader to think of pigs as machines and 

manufacturing units, creating conceptual blends (Turner and Fauconnier 2002). The resulting 

pig-machine blend or pig-manufacturing-unit blend can be thought of as a ‘mask’ – a 

distorted version which erases actual pigs as living beings’ (Stibbe 2014: 8).  
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Lastly, the trace; erasure is not just an all or nothing phenomenon but can occur on 

different levels, as Stibbe puts it: ‘when discourses represent the natural world but do so in a 

way which obscures, leaving a faint trace rather than a vivid image’ (Stibbe 2004: 9). 

  

2.4 Media Discourse  

As this study analyses language in news media, media discourse should be discussed for 

context. News sources are dependent on their reliability and trustworthiness to gain a loyal 

readership. This means that all the articles published by a certain media outlet should follow a 

certain agenda that is maintained to achieve a readership that finds the news published by the 

outlet trustworthy and truthful. It should be noted that not all journalists can be entirely 

objective, as their own subjective opinions may shine through and sometimes even jeopardize 

the newspapers reliability (Simpson et al, 2019: 207).  

In addition to the reporters, the publishers select what is newsworthy, what is left out 

and what is published to the readers. Simpson et al. argue that if the owner of a newspaper or 

media outlet has particular political and social views, it is impossible that it will not affect the 

content and perspective of the reporting. (Simpson et al, 2019: 66). With today’s electronic 

publishing, the amount of news a person can consume on a daily or even hourly basis is 

higher than it has ever been before. This has also created a ‘clickbait’ culture, which aims for 

as many clicks an article can get, which leads to overly dramatic headlines to receive those 

clicks: ‘the headline gives the reader a sense of the shape and direction of the story; will it be 

positive or negative? Who are the main actors? What is this story about?’ (Simpson et al, 

2019: 70). All these questions should be answered in a proper headline (Simpson et al, 2019: 

70). 

Another important aspect in media discourse is the language used in the news reporting: 

it needs to be clear and informal and most importantly objective, basic English – or any 

language the news is produced in. The text should be comprehendible for anyone, despite the 

consumers own dialect. There should not be any situational information or language use, that 

can only be understood with specific context regionally (Simpson et al, 2019: 166). 

In this study the featured news outlets are tabloids and newspapers from different 

political spectrums, which entails a different readership making not only the content but 

language use altering significantly between each outlet.  
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2.5 Corpus Linguistics  

The method used to perform this investigation is through Corpus Linguistics (CL). Usually, a 

corpus-based study is done quantitatively since the computer program can analyse large 

amounts of data at once. Since this form of analysis does disregard context, and to perform a 

qualitative study, the use of Eco-linguistics is crucial to answer the research question at hand.  

Corpus linguistics is a methodology that consists of a set of techniques used to analyse 

large bodies of “real life” text, or corpora (Baker, 2006: 8). The corpus is built as text files 

(.txt) which are analysed using a corpus program, which in this study will be AntConc 3.5.8 

(Anthony, 2019). A corpus can be analysed through the multiple tools provided by the 

program, such as studying concordances, collocates, clusters, keywords and wordlists (Baker, 

2006: 10). After selecting the tool used for the examination, the examiner can adjust the 

settings on the corpus program to fit their needs: the results can be sorted in different ways, 

alphabetically, by frequency, by statistics etc. These tools help examine the data quickly, no 

matter the size of the corpus and the tools used in this study will be further explained in the 

‘corpus tools’ section of this paper. 

 

[A] traditional corpus-based analysis is not sufficient to explain or interpret the 

reasons why certain linguistics patterns [are] found’ and ‘[c]orpus analysis 

normally [does not] take into account the social, political, historical and cultural 

context of the data (Baker. 2008: 293). 

 

As this study is performed from a qualitative perspective, it is done so by using Eco-

linguistics to analyse the data more deeply, instead of the usual CDA approach. This is due to 

the research question demanding an environmental approach to this study. As Eco-linguistics 

focuses on environmental issues, CDA focuses on the societal ones which is not of 

importance in regard to this study. 

 

2.6 Previous Studies 

Media discourse is a popular topic for a study but having natural disasters as a focal point 

have become more frequent in the last two decades. I selected three studies that also 

investigated natural disasters. First, we have Liu and Stevenson’s (2013) study, which is a 

comparative study, performed by analysing cross-cultural media discourse in disaster 

reporting. Specifically, the Sichuan earthquake in 2008, and its news reporting. The cross-
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cultural aspect comes from the use of Chinese, Australian-Chinese and Australian news 

outlets. The results implied that the three sources varied ‘systematically’. The focus of the 

study is to see how the news outlets reported about the earthquake and thus has a more media 

discourse focused analysis, whereas my study is done from an eco-linguistic point-of-view. 

This study proves that different news outlets have different ways of approaching natural 

disasters. To find unity in my results and since this is not a comparative study, I selected UK 

based news outlets only. Liu et al.’s (2013) study also argues that socio-cultural context plays 

into news reporting and what is viewed as “newsworthy”. This as well guided me towards the 

UK based sources, due to their freshly made declaration of Climate Emergency. 

The second study is Dayrell Carmen’s (2019) which focuses on the discourse around 

climate change in the Brazilian press. In 2019, the Amazon rainforest was set on fire to make 

more land for agriculture. This inevitably got out of control and spread into a massive 

wildfire, which lead to colossal releases of carbon into the atmosphere. Unlike the 

government in Brazil, Brazilians are highly concerned about climate change, according to 

Carmen. Carmen’s study focuses on the development on discourse in the media around 

climate change from early 2000’s to 2013. In addition, Carmen also focused on investigating 

the ‘most dominant linguistic patterns in the discourse’. As Carmen’s (2019) study is a 

quantitative corpus study, with 11.4 million words in the final corpora used in the study, it 

provides an insight to examining climate change in media discourse on a massive scale. 

The third study is from 2013, the study analyses reader’s comments online regarding 

climate change and ‘Climategate’. The study is a corpus-based qualitative study with a 

combination of linguistic analysis with corpus linguistics – much like this study. Executed by 

Koteyko, N., Jaspal, R., & Nerlich, B. the focus of this study is to analyze the discourse 

surrounding climate change by targeting the comment sections of news reports regarding 

climate issues to create an even more diverse discourse. The method used in this study is very 

similar to mine, with differences in the linguistic analysis. As my aim is to study portrayal in 

disaster news reporting with a heavy emphasis on eco-linguistics, Koteyko et al. (2013) 

investigate peer-to-peer discourse surrounding climate change.   

With these three previous studies regarding both a natural disaster and the analysis of 

media discourse around climate change, I intend to combine the two to investigate my 

research question. As my study will focus mainly on the eco-linguistic effects in media 

discourse around wildfires as well as climate crisis due to the fact that the news outlets 

selected for this study are based in a country that has recently had a declaration of Climate 

Emergency.  
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3 Design of the Study  
As this is a detailed qualitative study using corpus linguistics, I will further explain how the 

data collection was built, such as building a corpus, as well as discussing the corpus tools 

used to analyse the data. 

 

3.1 Corpus Data 
I collected my data for the corpora that I will analyse by searching up articles in an online 

newspaper database, NewsBank, from the duration of 1.6.2019-1.4.2020. I used the following 

filters to narrow down my search to be as specific as it could be: English media only; 

narrowing it down to 4 newspapers, two of each to represent centre/left or centre-

right/conservative values, as well as having a broadsheet and a tabloid from the same group: 

Daily Mirror, The Guardian, The Sun and The Times. 

 
Table 1. Representing the categories and hits per news outlet. 

 

The final amount of words in the finished corpora is 41,055. The search words used to find 

sources were as follows: Wildfire* AND Australia* NOT Amazon* NOT California* NOT 

“Los Angeles”*. I needed to narrow the search with the “NOT”, since there were wildfires in 

the Amazon and California at the same time in late 2019. With these filters there were 232 

results in total, with multiple duplicates.  

Each article was copied and pasted on to a program called Notepad where they were 

converted to .txt files so they can be viewed in AntConc (the program used for the analysis). I 

collected the text files to a compiled file called ‘AUS’ and created an Excel were all the data 

was written down: number of words, title, author, publisher, date of publication and additional 

information such as section (news, environmental etc.).  

In collecting the data, I found that there was no data before August 7th, 2019 and 

otherwise little to no reporting before November 2019 – during which the California wildfires 

were taking place as well – even though the fire started back in June of 2019.  
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There were a lot of duplicates in the results, 119 to be exact, with an average of 2 

duplicates per article, which ultimately narrowed down the articles in the corpus to 113. The 

Guardian has an environmental section, being the only outlet to do so, whereas other outlets 

referred to the fires in their News section, with a few exceptions from The Sun when writing 

about a charity event hosted for aiding the victims of the fire in the Sports section. The Daily 

Mirror had the shortest articles, with a few exceptions, whereas The Times overall had the 

longest articles. 

Reporting stopped completely after March 5th, which is when the fires in New South 

Wales were extinguished, although the fires continued in a smaller scale until the end of 

March. I believe that the current Covid-19 pandemic outbreak has something to do with the 

reporting’s ending “too soon” as well. Covid-19 was first identified on December 31st, 2019 

in Wuhan, China and by March 11th, 2020 the World Health Organization (2020) declared the 

virus to be a global pandemic. 

 

3.2 Corpus Tools 

In order to analyse the corpora through AntConc 3.5.8 (Anthony, 2019), I will introduce the 

tools used to perform the investigation. AntConc is a program designed for analysing corpus 

data through different tools; in this study the tools used to analyse the data are concordance, 

clusters, frequency, collocations and word lists. As explained by Baker (2006), here are the 

tools used for the analysis explained. 

Concordance is a ‘list of all the occurrences of a particular search term in a corpus, 

presented within the context that they occur. Usually a few words to the left and right of the 

search term’ (Baker, 2006: 71). The investigator can manage the relation that the search word 

has to other words around it, which gives them the opportunity to research the word in a 

wider context as well as a more detailed one. The results will be sorted in an alphabetical 

order to ease the inspection of the word’s relations. This sorting of results makes 

concordances useful in finding patterns in the data, which is mainly used in this study to 

locate interesting and most common patterns to analyse the search word with context. 

Clusters or as Baker puts it, ‘frequency list of clusters of words’ (Baker 2006: 56) is a 

tool that helps to investigate frequencies beyond just single words. Clusters can be managed 

in size, from 2 words to anything higher. Clusters can be searched by sorting the search word 

on either side (left or right) of the searched cluster (Baker, 2006: 56). I will investigate the 
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behaviour of the search words (fire, climate and animal) each in context with two to four 

other frequently occurring words. 

Collocations are words that co-occur near each other frequently and the relationship 

between these words is called collocation. Baker advices to use the concordance tool to find 

collocation patterns. ‘Collocates can therefore act as triggers, suggesting unconscious 

associations which are ways that discourses can be maintained’ (Baker 2006: 116). Collocates 

are used to locate and investigate patterns in the data: what words collocate with fire* or 

climate* or with animal* the most? 

Wordlist and Frequency are both highly useful tools for investigating and sorting data 

in a corpus. Wordlist is frankly just a list of words that can be sorted in different ways, by 

tools such as frequency, which is the amount of times the words appear in the data.  

 

4 Results and Discussion  
In this section the results will be discussed in two ways, a basic analysis with a more in-depth 

word analysis on environmentally related words and an eco-linguistic analysis about the 

linguistic choices in the data. 

 

4.1 Wordlist 

To analyse the wordlist properly for this study, I took the results to Excel and removed all the 

articles/determiners, prepositions, pronouns, conjunctions and verbs that often function as 

auxiliary verbs to analyse the lexical words only. This is a necessary step to perform a lexical 

analysis on the results, since the most frequent words are “unnecessary filler words” which 

are unnecessary for this sort of analysis. To narrow down the results, I only took the 1500 

most frequent words for this analysis due to the fact that most of the words had a frequency of 

four to six per word. Out of the first 1500 most frequent words, 1352 were lexical words. (See 

Appendix I: Complete Handbook of English Grammar, 2020; Baker, 2006: 47).  
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Table 2: Top wordlist, ranked by frequency (number of times word occurs in the data selection). On the left the actual 

ranking of the word in full context.  

 
Table 3: Top wordlist, ranked by frequency (number of times word occurs in the data selection). On the left the actual 

ranking of the word in full context. 

 
The first nine (9) are to be expected from the articles:  

(1) Said 

(2) News 

(3) Australia 

(4) Fires  
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(5) Climate 

(6) People 

(7) New 

(8) Fire 

(9) South 

 

These are followed by words such as, wildfire (42), change (98), emergency (101), bushfires 

(104), wildlife (129), drought (267), smoke (131) and temperature (133).  

In the data there are a lot of weather-related words, such as weather (165), temperature (133), 

heat (685), heating (477), warming (653), drought (267), winds (308), summer (287) and rain 

(338).  

Another frequently occurring “category of words” are words related to fire: blaze (210), 

flames (156), wildfire (307), bushfire (104) etc. 

 

 

4.2 Word Analysis  

In order to investigate the linguistic choices from an eco-linguistic point of view, the 

following words have been selected for a more detailed analysis due to their significance in 

both eco-linguistics vocabulary and in the data, as ranked by frequency: fire* (452), climate* 

(179) and animal* (61). These three have been selected due to their inevitable relation to each 

other in this context: the climate affects the fire which affects the animals. These words will 

be referred to as the “search words”, this is to avoid confusion with the CL term ‘keyword’ as 

this study will not be investigating keyness. As recommended by Baker (2006), the following 

analysis is performed by the three main tools; concordance, clusters and collocates. The 

settings for the tools used on the corpus analysis are the same for each word. In clusters, the 

cluster size is set to minimum 2 to maximum 4. As for collocates the minimum frequency is 

set to 4 and a window span or 5L (left) to 5R (right). 

 

4.2.1 Fire* 

Ranking highest in the selected words, Fire* was mentioned 452 times in the data, which is 

no surprise since that is the main topic at hand. I would also like to point out that since the 

search term is fire*, firefighter(s) also show in the search results, but this analysis will focus 

on analysing the element rather than the occupation. 
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With 452 concordance results using Baker’s (2006: 71-74) approach, the discourse 

around fire* is mostly situational; whether it is to discuss the location “fire in Conjola, 

Australia” or the spread of the fire “Fire weather has never been this severe”, or the causes 

or possible solutions and even the damages it has caused Australia “18 people died from the 

fires”. The topic around fire* in this data selection is strictly around the facts. 

For the word “fire*”, there are 963 clusters where the search word is on the right to the 

cluster. Here’s the top 10 most frequent clusters in the corpus where the search word is on the 

right: 
Table 4. Top 10 highest ranking clusters where the search word is on the right to the cluster. 

     
The 10 highest ranking clusters ranked by frequency where the search word is on the left of 

the cluster. The total of clusters on the left is 1082: 

 
Table 5. Top 10 highest ranking clusters where the search word is on the left to the cluster. 
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Much like the concordances, the clusters defined by Baker (2006: 56) point to the fires as a 

situational issue “fires in”, “Wales rural fire”, “fire season” and “fires that” ranking high in 

frequency within the data.  

Lastly, the number of collocates for “fire*” is 2988. 

 
Figure 1: The first 21 collocates for the word fire* as sorted by statistics with a minimum frequency of 4. 

 

Three of the highest ranking collocates, sorted by Rank with more context: 

(1) “He never sought permission from the local fire brigade captain to light these fires 

because my grandfather was the local fire brigade captain.” 

(2) “The "leave zone" declared by fire chiefs extends almost 200 miles down Australia's 

east coast”  

(3) “The cash will be split between 20 fire stations in wildfire ravaged New South 

Wales.” 

 

The collocates, defined by Baker (2006: 95-112), behave differently than the previous tools, it 

is ranked by statistics instead of frequency. Even still, the results stay the same, situational 

and factual with weight on solving the problem: talking about fire chiefs and fire brigades. As 

the fire is the main feature of all of the articles, it is no surprise that the most information 
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revolves around fire* rather than climate or animal, even though both of them are highly 

affected by these fires. 

 

4.2.2 Climate* 

Next we have Climate* with 179 concordances as defined by Baker (2006: 71-74). The 

concordances for climate* vary from fire* but not drastically. Climate change seems to be 

blamed for the fires according to our news outlets, “wildfires are being blamed on the climate 

crisis”. Other than that, climate is often paired with phrases such as “climate change and 

biodiversity”, “concern over the climate crisis” and “climate activists”. Climate is discussed 

as an issue or even an enemy in the data: “climate crisis cause the fires”, “climate chaos”.  

Moving on to clusters, defined by Baker (2006: 56), there are a complete 219 clusters 

on the right for the word climate* but due to the results not having significance to this 

analysis as they are only predicates and determiners combined with the search word, I will 

only focus on the clusters occurring with the search word on the left of the cluster.  

On the left, there are a total of 373 clusters for the word climate*. 

 
Table 6. Top 10 highest ranking clusters where the search word is on the left to the cluster. 

 
As the results for clusters on the left side of climate point to the issue that is climate: “climate 

anxiety”, “climate crisis”, “climate chaos” and “climate emergency” all imply a bigger, 

negative issue regarding the climate. But there are also redeeming clusters as well, such as 

“climate action”, referring to activism, which indicates that there is still something that can be 

done about the state of the climate. Evidently, these findings imply that climate is a negative 

problem.  
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Climate* has a total of 949 collocates. 

 
Figure 2: The first 21 collocates for the word climate* as sorted by statistics with a minimum frequency of 4. 
 

Three of the highest ranking collocates, sorted by Rank with more context: 

(1) “We won’t die of old age, we’ll die from climate change.” 

(2) “Climate change and biodiversity loss represent an existential threat” 

(3) “we soon realised the cure to climate anxiety is the same as the cure for climate 

change – action.” 

 

Using Baker’s (2006: 95-112) approach to analyse collocates, these three collocates point to 

climate being portrayed as a negative issue. Words such as “disaster”, “crisis” and 

“emergency” not only rank high on the collocate list but indicate that climate is in a state of 

disaster, perhaps even arguing the state being irreversible. 

 

4.2.3 Animal* 

Lastly, whilst investigating Animal* 61 concordance, using Baker’s (2006: 71-74) approach, 

results show the heart-breaking reality of the fires damages. These 61 results are filled with 

phrases such as; “injured animals”, “dead animals”, “many animals suffered”, “many 

animals survived” and “Many animals died”. 
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Based on how Baker (2006: 56) defines clusters, it is evident that animals are viewed as 

victims in clusters as well. For the word animal* there are 129 clusters in total on the right: 
Table 7. Top 10 highest ranking clusters where the search word is on the right to the cluster. 

 
As these results show, animals are viewed as statistics in the data, highlighting the numbers of 

animals lost in the fires.  

Where the search word is placed on the left, there are a total of 156 Clusters. 
Table 8. Top 10 highest ranking clusters where the search word is on the left to the cluster. 

 
Most of the animal* clusters are related to the tragic loss of wildlife due to the fires or 

mentioning the attempts to rescue these animals, with a few exceptions of “animal rescue”. 

But again, the main focus is on the dramatic statistics of the devastating deaths of these 

animals. 

In the animal* search, there were a total of 252 collocates. 
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Figure 3: The first 21 collocates for the word animal* as sorted by statistics with a minimum frequency of 4. 

 

Three of the highest ranking collocates, sorted by Rank with more context: 

(1) “At least 26 people and 1 billion animals have died in the wildfires” 

(2) “Half a billion animals are feared dead as a result of the devastating blazes” 

(3) “At least 25,000 koalas are believed to be among the vast number of animals to have 

died.” 

 

Using Baker’s (2006: 95-112) approach to analyse collocates, these three examples from this 

study also point to the victimisation of animals much like the previous sections. The only 

exception from these collocate results is that the third highest ranking collocate includes the 

species of animals effected, koalas. 

 

4.3 Linguistic choices 

The second part of this investigation is to analyse closer to the data through the three featured 

theories from Eco-linguistics. The study will move forwards by analysing the text through the 

same three search words; fire, climate and animal.  
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4.3.1 Framings 

As for framings (Lakoff, 2010: 71-74), in order to keep the investigation coherent, the frames 

are analysed based on the evidence provided by the corpus analysis’ results. The relevancy of 

these framings is concluded by the concordance patterns and collocates surrounding the 

search words. The second method of investigating framings is through the grammatical 

constructions: presuppositions, determiners, adverbs, prepositions, conjunctions etc. 

(Complete Handbook of English Grammar, 2020) 

For fire the most evident trigger seems to be grammatical or situational related words. 

Grammatically, fire is framed as a cause of destruction. From the clusters on the left results 

phrases like ‘of fires’, ‘as fires’ and ‘by fires’ all indicate that the fires have an association to 

the events. ‘The vast number of fires’, ‘as many as 120 fires’ and ‘were cut off by fires’ all 

present scenarios where the fire is spreading. The focus of the framings surrounding fire is the 

effect it has had on Australia. In addition, some natural frames triggered by the word fire are 

destruction, spread, firefighter burn and put out. 

As for climate, the most obvious trigger words would include words that indicate the 

problematic state of the climate: such as change, emergency or crisis. The framings disregard 

entirely the impact humans have had on the climate, and only focusing on the repercussions 

of climate change, which in this case is the wildfire. “climate change is an issue”. Other 

naturally occurring frames for the word climate are environment, nature and weather. 

Grammatical constructions for climate, as listed in the 10 most frequent clusters with the 

search word on the right: 
Table 9. Top 10 highest ranking clusters where the search word is on the right to the cluster. 

 

As climate had only grammatical words for clusters on the right, it indicates blame on 

climate, phrases such as “we’ll die from climate change”, “the effects of the climate” and 
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“evidence that the climate” highlight this. Adding to the framing of climate being an enemy 

and the cause of the fires.  

Lastly, animal is triggered mostly with words related to death or injury: such as ‘killed’, 

‘died’ and ‘suffered’. This again points to the victimizing of animals in the data. Natural 

frames for the word animal would be wildlife, mammal, species and fauna. From investigating 

the clusters to the right for animal, there are mostly grammatical similarly to climate. ‘A 

billion animals have been killed’, ‘half a billion animals are feared dead’ and ‘animals that 

orphaned’. This is undoubtedly further evidence regarding the portrayal of animals being the 

victim of the fires.  

 

4.3.2 Metaphors 

Secondly, how are metaphors defined by Verhagen (2008: 1-5) used in reporting, if at all? To 

investigate the metaphors in the data, it is necessary to analyse the concordances in each 

search word and try finding sets of words that create metaphors. Using Baker’s (2006: 77) 

approach, the concordance search is set to 3L, 2L, 1L for each word under examination. 

First, we have Fire*, the word with the most metaphors in the data involving the three 

search words. 

(1) Areas hit by fire 

(2) Areas ravaged by fire 

(3) As fires rage 

(4) Communities ravaged by fires 

(5) Could hear the fire roaring 

(6) Raging fire 

(7) Fuelled the fires 

(8) Has been battling fires 

(9) As large fires converged 

(10) Help fight deadly fires 

(11) Tackled fierce fires 

(12) Out-of-control fires 

(13) The priority is fighting fires 

(14) The rapidly advancing fires 

(15) Blame the fires 

(16) To fight the fires 
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Fire* is being referred to as an inescapable force that is “raging” and “out-of-control”. 

Clearly, in the context of the data, fire* is the enemy that needs to be fought. 

In the data involving the three search words, Climate* had nearly as many metaphors as 

Fire*.  

(1) A path to climate disaster 

(2) Watched their country burn, fuelled by a climate crisis 

(3) Means to halt climate chaos 

(4) Combating the climate crisis 

(5) Tackling climate anxiety 

(6) Country’s fight against climate change 

(7) The cure for climate change 

(8) The war against climate change 

(9) To fight the climate emergency 

(10) To tackle the climate crisis 

(11) Working on solving climate change  

Much like fire*, the metaphors used for climate* are heavily surrounded by “tackling” or 

“combating” and “fighting” the climate crisis, referring to the climate as an enemy. There are 

also metaphors about climate change being an illness: “the cure for climate change” and 

“working on solving the climate change”, meaning in this data the metaphors are mainly used 

to describe climate as being hostile.  

Finally, the only word that didn’t have any metaphors was Animal*. This seems to have 

been a tactical choice to emphasize the severity of the damage done to these animals by only 

discussing facts and numbers – as previously mentioned. 

Interestingly, both climate* and fire* had words like “fuelled”, “tackled” and “fight”, 

which again proves that both fire and climate are portrayed as the enemy in the news. They 

fuel each other and need to be fought against. As fire is portrayed as a more direct enemy in 

the data, climate change seems to be the main issue behind the fires. 

 

4.3.3 Erasure 

Lastly, let’s discuss what is left out in the reporting. To analyse the erasure, defined by Stibbe 

(2014: 2-9) in the data, I will use the three modes used to investigate erasure – the void, the 

mask and the trace. Erasure will be investigated through the three search words mentioned 

prior.  
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There is not much erasure around the first search word, Fire*. The focus around the 

trigger word is the damage it has caused in Australia “catastrophic fire conditions”. The 

reports also discuss methods that the fire chiefs and politicians are taking to extinguish the 

fires and the causes of the fires are discussed. The void (Stibbe, 2014: 2-9) with the trigger 

words fire* is the lack of reporting after the fires were extinguished, or in the midst of getting 

under control. The trace (Stibbe, 2014: 2-9) of this void is in the actions taken to extinguish 

the fires, and the last few reports that discuss the victory of the firefighters getting the fire 

under control in March “all the wildfires in New South Wales have been brought under 

control”. 

With Climate*, it’s clear that the part humans have played in causing climate change is 

found unimportant in these reporting. Whereas the mask (Stibbe, 2014:2-9) for this void is 

that climate change is the cause of all issues, including the fires in Australia; “the role climate 

change has had in worsening the fires” and “inevitable effects of the climate crisis”. There is 

not a prominent trace of human actions and how those have played into the climate crisis, but 

there is a reference that the “world is on a path to climate disaster”, excluding humans out of 

the equation. 

Lastly, undoubtedly the most erasure is around the word animal*. With this search, the 

animal species are not really specified throughout the discourse around animals that were lost 

in the fires. Meaning that when the loss of animals is mentioned, the articles fail to mention 

the species after mentioning the loss of “half a billion animals”. Animals are written into 

statistics and numbers “500 million animals”, “a billion animals” and “vast number of 

animals”, rather than tragic losses to the Australian wildlife. The trace of empathy for 

animals is in the discussion of “our gorgeous Australian animals” and “animal rescue 

groups”. Meaning that they aren’t entirely forgotten. 

 

4.4 General Discussion 

From these findings, it is obvious that the discourse around climate crisis is currently 

important in the UK media. As the word climate occurred 500+ times in the data and it was 

mainly paired with negative words, such as crisis and chaos. Even though the news reports are 

about the fires, it is pointed out constantly that the fires are caused by climate change – even 

when it is not necessary to mention when reporting damages caused by the disaster. The 

words surrounding climate are painting a clear picture of the destruction climate crisis is 

implementing on the planet, but the cause of the climate change is left out entirely.  
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As for the most interesting findings, from the corpus-based analysis, the constant 

patterns between the portrayal of each search word stayed consistent throughout the 

investigation. Nearly without exceptions, the concordances mirrored the clusters which 

mirrored the collocates. Animals are viewed as victims, but only as statistics for “shock 

value”. Climate crisis is not a cause-and-effect started by humans, but its own entity ripping 

through the Globe and creating monstrous disasters like this wildfire. Fire is the main news in 

the reporting, the situational and strictly factual information with metaphors amplifying the 

terror of the disastrous effects the fires have had over Australia. 

As my research included the majority of tabloid sources, it is expected that they are 

driven by a more sensationalist, clickbait-like news reporting, perhaps it might have affected 

the representation of these three terms, especially the affects the wildfire had on the local 

wildlife in Australia by using statistics of the animals lost in the fires as a dramatic effect. 

As for the framings, the same consistent connections were made with the search words 

yet again. Animals being framed in a way that they seem like helpless victims to the fires. 

Whereas the fires are only relating to words that correlate the spread and the situational 

context of it. Lastly, climate maintains the same portrayal wise throughout the investigation: 

the blame for the fires, the start of it all. 

This is further proven with the following section; metaphors, that are mainly used in a 

way to antagonize the storyline of the reporting. Illustrating climate change as a war to be 

fought, “combating climate chaos” and “the war against climate change” are quite obvious 

references to this statement. With fire, the antagonizing is quite similar: “raging fire” and 

“help fight deadly fires” also use the same war analogy to refer to the fire as the enemy. The 

lack of metaphors surrounding animal* is quite a striking finding. The other two search words 

had metaphors that only painted them in a negative light, whereas animal* did not have any 

which keeps it neutral. 

Lastly, erasure is most evident in the lack of acknowledgment towards the highly 

evident part humans have played in speeding up climate change. Another erasure that is hard 

to miss is the lack of empathy for the animals, that are sensationalised by the vast numbers of 

victims, which make individual deaths lose meaning. It is interesting to see how little news 

value the aftermath has in disaster reporting. As the reporting stopped when the fires were 

nearly entirely extinguished (final reporting 5.3.2020, check Appendix II). Only reporting 

about one of the major areas being extinguished before moving onto the next disaster, Covid-

19.  
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5. Concluding remarks 
These results suggest, that climate change is blamed for the 2019-2020 Australian wildfires. 

The focal point of the reports is in the facts around the fires. Secondly, the cause of the fires, 

in the reports there is a constant debate between whether climate change is to blame for the 

wildfires or not. Interestingly, none of the articles explain climate change further. All of these 

outlets fail to mention the vast damage humans have caused the planet in these last few 

decades which has inevitably led to the climate crisis we are facing today. The animals are 

portrayed as the defenceless casualties, yet still distancing them enough by only referring to 

them as numbers and statistics.  

Most importantly, do the results answer my research question? As this investigation 

moved forward, the perspective became evident in regard to the reporting of the wildfires: as 

previously stated, the portrayal of the main three aspects of the reports were clear: fire and 

climate are depicted as the enemy of the occurrence, whereas the animals are depicted as the 

victims. While the fire is blamed on the climate crisis, the matters that lead to climate crisis or 

any background information regarding climate change are not discussed in any of the reports. 

Meaning, that the undeniable actions of humans causing the climate crisis are erased. 

Due to the limitations of my study being a small-scale qualitative study, a broader study 

could help prove the effects that climate change has had on disaster news reporting on a 

larger, even a global scale. Another way to expand the research without doing a quantitative 

study is to add a comparative aspect to the study which would help further prove how the 

declaration of climate emergency has changed the approach that news reports have towards 

natural disaster or other climate or environmental news.  
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Appendix I 
Grammatical Constructions 

To analyse framings in this study, grammatical constructions should be mentioned briefly. 

They are used to analyse in what grammatical context words are presented in a text. In this 

study the grammatical constructions analysed are the following: presuppositions, determiners, 

adverbs, prepositions and conjunctions. The following terms are defined by Complete 

Handbook of English Grammar (2020).  

First, presuppositions are tactic assumptions about the context that follows, or 

presupposed.  

Determiner is a word, phrase or affix that occurs in front of a noun with the intent of 

expressing the reference of the noun in the context. There are different kinds of determiners, 

demonstratives: ‘that’, ‘this’, ‘these’ and ‘those’. Next there are definite articles: ‘the’ as well 

as indefinite articles: ‘a’ and ‘an’. There are also pronouns or possessive determiners: ‘their’, 

‘mine’, ’yours’, ‘my’ and ‘its’, as well as quantifiers: ‘many’, ‘a few’, ‘a little’, ‘more’, 

’much’, ‘some’, ‘any’, ‘enough’ etc. and numbers: ‘one’, ‘ten’, thousand’ etc. Lastly, there are 

distributives: ‘all’, ‘both’, ‘half’, ‘either’, ‘neither’, ‘each’, ‘every’ etc. Difference words: 

‘other’ and ‘another’. And finally, pre-determiners: ‘such,’ ‘what’, ‘rather’ and ‘quite’. 

(Complete Handbook of English Grammar, 2020). 

Adverbs express a relation of manner, place, time, frequency, degree or level of 

certainty: ‘abruptly’ ‘somewhere’, ‘early’, ‘almost’, literally’ etc. (Complete Handbook of 

English Grammar, 2020). 

Prepositions determine the relation words have, usually preceding a noun or pronoun: ‘I 

will do it after this.’(Complete Handbook of English Grammar, 2020). 

Lastly, conjunctions are used to bind words, phrases and/or clauses together: ‘I would 

love to, but I cannot’. This can be applied for analysing how words behave in context of the 

text (Complete Handbook of English Grammar, 2020). 
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