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Abstract

Adopting an interdisciplinary and comparative approach, the present study examines and compares the linguistic innovations
of John Hollander (1929-2013), a prominent American poet, and Sohrab Sepehri (1928-1980), an Iranian modernist poet,
from the perspective of ecolinguistics. The primary aim of the study is to demonstrate that both poets, through different yet
convergent linguistic strategies, engage in the process of “decentering the human” in poetic language and attribute agency
and subjecthood to nonhuman elements of nature. The research data were drawn from selected poems by both poets,
including “Swan and Shadow” and “The Sundial Garden” by Hollander, and “The Footsteps of Water” and “Let Us Not
Muddy the Water” by Sepehri. The study employs qualitative textual analysis based on Lawrence Buell’s theories of
ecocriticism and Arran Stibbe’s ecolinguistic framework. The findings indicate that Hollander, through formal innovation,
visual structures, and complex intertextuality, and Sepehri, through syntactic defamiliarization, synesthesia, and
personification, each constructs a distinctive “linguistic ecology” in which the boundary between the human and nature is
destabilized.

Keywords: ecolinguistics, John Hollander, Sohrab Sepehri, anthropocentrism, linguistic innovation, comparative
literature, ecocriticism.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Environmental crises in recent decades have

intensified  scholarly attention to the
relationship among language, literature, and
the natural environment, leading to the
development of interdisciplinary approaches
such as ecocriticism and ecolinguistics. These
approaches challenge the assumption that
language merely represents an external
natural world and instead emphasize that
linguistic structures actively participate in
shaping human perceptions of nature.
Ecocriticism, particularly in the work of
Lawrence Buell, foregrounds the capacity of
literary texts to displace the human subject
from its privileged position and to represent the

nonhuman environment as an active presence
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rather than a passive background (1, 10).
Ecolinguistics  similarly investigates how
lexical, grammatical, metaphorical, and
narrative  patterns  construct  particular
relationships between humans and ecological
systems. Stibbe argues that dominant
linguistic patterns frequently reproduce stories
that legitimize exploitation, instrumentalism,
and anthropocentric hierarchy, whereas
alternative  linguistic  configurations  can
encourage ecological awareness,
interdependence, and coexistence (2). This
theoretical orientation also intersects with
broader ecological critiques of human
exceptionalism and dualistic  thinking,
particularly the rejection of rigid divisions

between culture and nature, subject and
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object, and human and nonhuman life (7, 9).
Against this background, the present study
comparatively investigates the linguistic
innovations of John Hollander (1929-2013), a
major American poet known for formal
experimentation, and Sohrab Sepehri (1928—
1980), a prominent Iranian modernist poet
whose work is deeply associated with nature,
perception, and existential reflection. Although
the two poets belong to markedly different
linguistic, cultural, and literary traditions, their
poetry demonstrates a significant
convergence in the ways language can
destabilize anthropocentric assumptions and
grant greater agency, presence, and
autonomy to the nonhuman world.

The principal objective of the study is to
identify and compare the linguistic and formal
mechanisms through which Hollander and
Sepehri construct what may be described as
distinctive forms of “linguistic ecology.” Rather
than treating nature merely as a recurring
theme, the study focuses on the ways in which
poetic language itself is reorganized so that
natural entites become participants in
meaning-making. The research therefore
addresses three interconnected questions:
how linguistic and formal innovation
contributes to the production of ecological
meaning; how grammatical, syntactic, stylistic,
and visual strategies assign agency to
nonhuman elements and weaken the
conventional human/nature binary; and how
metaphorical and imagistic patterns contribute

to the construction of a more relational and

coexistent ecological worldview. The study is
grounded theoretically in Buell's
environmental criteria, according to which
environmentally significant literature situates
the nonhuman environment beyond the role of
decorative setting, refuses to make human
concerns the sole legitimate center of value,
acknowledges ethical responsibility toward the
environment, and represents ecological reality
as dynamic and processual (1). These criteria
are complemented by Stibbe’s ecolinguistic
emphasis on the stories embedded in
discourse and on the ideological implications
of grammatical choices, metaphors, patterns
of agency, and modes of representation (2).
Halliday’s understanding of language as a
social semiotic also provides an important
background for viewing grammar as a
meaning-making system rather than a neutral
mechanism (11). Methodologically, the study
adopts a qualitative and comparative textual-
analysis approach. Selected poems by
Hollander, particularly “Swan and Shadow”
and “The Sundial Garden,” are examined
alongside selected passages from Sepehri’s
“The Footsteps of Water” and “Let Us Not
Muddy the Water.” The comparison is
theoretical and structural rather than influence-
based, with attention to nonhuman agency,
syntactic  displacement, defamiliarization,
visual form, spatial organization, sensory
perception, and ecological metaphor.

The analysis of Hollander's poetry
demonstrates that his most distinctive

ecolinguistic strategy lies in the transformation
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of poetic form into an analogue of natural
structure. His formal experimentation, long
recognized by critics as one of the defining
characteristics of his work (4, 5), acquires an
ecological significance when examined
through the present framework. In “Swan and
Shadow,” from Types of Shape, the
arrangement of words on the page visually
produces the figure of a swan and its
reflection, thereby collapsing the conventional
distance between sign and referent. Words do
not simply describe a swan; they become the
spatial body of the swan, while the white page
assumes the function of the water’'s surface
(12). This transformation is important because
it turns reading into an environmental
encounter in which typography, semantic
meaning, spatial form, reflection, and
movement interact. Syntactic inversions
similarly foreground the environment before
individual beings, allowing water, dusk, air,
shadow, and spatial relations to establish the
conditions within which living entities appear.
In the poem’s central sections, the distinction
between observer and observed becomes
unstable, especially where grammatical
reference permits both human and natural
entities to participate in the same process of
“taking shape.” Such ambiguity reduces the
exclusivity of human agency and creates a
textual field in which objects, reflections,
waves, darkness, and light perform actions.
Even the apparent “object” in the poem
functions as an agent that exposes, awakens,

moves, and transforms. The mirrored structure

of the poem further reproduces the behavior of
water itself: language fragments, reflects,
disperses, and partially reconstitutes meaning.
In this respect, Hollander's poem also
resonates with ecological conceptions of
entities that exceed simple distinctions
between material presence and representation
(6).

A related but temporally oriented strategy
appears in “The Sundial Garden,” where
Hollander extends ecological formalism from
spatial reflection to natural cycles of time. The
poem’s visual arrangement of numbers and
words recreates the movement of a sundial’s
shadow, converting the printed page into a
temporal environment structured by light and
darkness (12). The recurrent sense of
returning to a central moment challenges
linear, mechanized conceptions of time and
instead evokes cyclical natural temporality.
Particularly important is the contrast between
mechanical timekeeping and the silent
measurement of time through sunlight and
shadow. Mechanical time divides duration into
externally regulated units, whereas the sundial
remains dependent on cosmic and
environmental processes. The poem therefore
reverses the hierarchy between technology
and nature: the human-made device does not
dominate natural time but becomes
meaningful only through its submission to the
movement of the sun. This reversal is
consistent with ecological critiques of human
mastery and with deep ecological models that

resist placing human technological systems
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above the rhythms of the biosphere (7).
Hollander deepens this effect by granting the
sundial a first-person voice, enabling a
nonhuman or quasi-nonhuman object to speak
within  the poem. Such grammatical
personhood challenges the assumption that
speech, agency, and meaningful intentionality
belong exclusively to human subjects. At the
poem’s conclusion, shadow physically and
symbolically “touches” a letter, producing an
extraordinary encounter between natural
process and linguistic sign. Nature therefore
does not merely appear within language; it
participates in the formation and confirmation
of language itself. This textual
interconnectedness corresponds closely to
ecolinguistic accounts of discourse as an
ecological system in which linguistic forms can
embody patterns of relationality and
interdependence (2, 8).

Sepehri reaches a comparable ecological
decentering through fundamentally different
linguistic resources. Rather than reshaping the
typography of the page, he transforms syntax,
grammatical agency, sensory perception, and
metaphor. In “The Footsteps of Water,” the title
itself exemplifies this strategy by attributing
“footsteps” to water, thereby granting a
conventionally inanimate element movement,
embodiment, and audible presence (3).
Throughout the poem, water moves, washes
away sorrow, carries memories and objects,
and participates in human experience as an
autonomous agent rather than a passive

substance. Sepehri repeatedly transfers

predicates normally reserved for human
beings or animate creatures to windows, wind,
grass, trees, light, water, and other natural
elements. His famous image of performing
ablution “with the heartbeat of windows”
exemplifies a broader collapse of categorical
boundaries: a window acquires the vital
property of pulsation, ritual action becomes
inseparable from environmental experience,
and multiple sensory domains intersect in a
single linguistic construction (3). Such patterns
exemplify the critique of dualistic thinking that
separates mind from body, culture from
nature, and human subjectivity from ecological
materiality (9). Sepehri further relocates
religious symbols into the natural environment,
assigning the rose, spring, light, plain, wind,
grass, cypress, and wave roles traditionally
occupied by human-made ritual objects and
human voices. These transformations do not
merely ornament spiritual experience; they
reconstruct the grammar of devotion as an act
of ecological participation. The same principle
governs his call to “wash” the eyes and words
so that perception and language themselves
may be renewed. When the word is imagined
as becoming wind or rain, language ceases to
function solely as a human instrument and is
metaphorically reintegrated into ecological
processes (2, 3). “Let Us Not Muddy the
Water” extends this linguistic ecology into an
explicitly ethical domain by presenting water
as a shared medium connecting humans,
animals, plants, villages, beauty, livelihood,

and collective responsibility. Its repeated
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imperative establishes environmental care not
as abstract doctrine but as a lived practice
grounded in relational awareness and
recognition of the intrinsic value of nonhuman
life (7).

The comparative findings demonstrate that
Hollander and Sepehri follow two distinct yet
convergent paths toward the poetic
decentering of the human. Hollander primarily
works  through visual form, spatial
arrangement,  typographic  organization,
reflection, and the materiality of the page,
whereas Sepehri works through syntactic
innovation, grammatical redistribution of
agency, synesthesia, personification, and the
fluid restructuring of perception. In Hollander,
the page becomes lake, shadow, temporal
field, or sundial; in Sepehri, water walks,
windows pulsate, wind calls to prayer, grass
participates in ritual, and words become rain.
The former therefore constructs an ecology of
spatial and formal embodiment, while the latter
develops an ecology of grammatical and
perceptual fluidity. Despite these differences,
both poets undermine the assumption that
nature exists merely as background, resource,
symbol, or metaphor for human experience.
Instead, natural and nonhuman entities enter
the poem as agents, presences, participants,
and sometimes even speakers. This shared
strategy transforms poetic language from a
medium that represents nature into an
environment in which nature is allowed to act.
The study therefore concludes that

ecolinguistic analysis provides a productive

basis for comparative literary research across
culturally distant traditions because it shifts
attention away from direct influence or
superficial thematic similarity and toward
deeper structural convergences in the
organization of language. Hollander and
Sepehri demonstrate that literary traditions
can arrive independently at comparable
ecological reconfigurations by exploiting the
particular affordances of their own languages
and poetic forms. Their poetry ultimately

suggests that moving beyond

anthropocentrism does not require
abandoning human language, but rather
reconfiguring its grammar, form, imagery, and
modes of perception so that human existence
is represented as one participant within a
broader and dynamically interconnected

world.
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