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Representations of Pandemic and Climate Crisis in Greek
Language — Impacts on Communication and Social Ine-
quality’

Nikoletta Tsitsanoudis-Mallidis

University of loannina, loannina, Greece
nitsi@uoi.gr

Abstract. This paper explores how various contemporary crises, such as the pan-
demic and the climate crisis, are reflected linguistically in public discourse. It
investigates the representations of these crises within language, highlighting the
significant impact that social transformations and phenomena have on linguistic
expression. Central to the analysis is how such crises induce notable shifts in
word meanings, with familiar terms frequently acquiring new, multifaceted con-
notations. A key aspect of the study is the examination of semantic changes in
specific words, where known audio patterns and verbal structures are employed
to convey altered meanings—sometimes in ways that may confuse recipients.
Although mainstream media often promote an image of broad consensus, these
semantic shifts do not always result from the natural evolution of language
among native speakers. Instead, they are frequently introduced in a top-down
fashion, constructing a veiled reality. In this constructed reality, official narra-
tives concerning economic, political, or social matters may obscure deeper truths,
limiting public understanding of the actual crises they experience. Moreover, the
study delves into how such linguistic redefinitions can weaken social protections
and intensify social inequality. It also examines the impact of these shifts on ed-
ucation—particularly language education—by hindering students' ability to en-
gage critically with public discourse. The research material includes texts drawn
from newspapers, television news broadcasts, and social media platforms. The
study is grounded in the theoretical framework of Critical Discourse Analysis.
Ultimately, the paper seeks to shed light on the wider social implications of these
linguistic transformations and the challenges they present to education in times
of societal crisis.
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1 Introduction

The role of the linguistic factor in the construction and consolidation of social con-
sent regarding the various measures (restrictive, prohibitive, or other) taken during pe-
riods of severe crises is particularly significant [1]. Based on principles and positions
of contemporary linguistic science, a certain perspective is ensured on the linguistic
constructions that emanate from political and economic centers of power. Through the
use of fundamental linguistic principles, the strategies of building consensus or even
submission to restrictions are approached—as, for example, occurred during the pan-
demic—while emphasis is placed on the concepts of discipline, compliance, and indi-
vidual responsibility.

Furthermore, examining how language functions through its ideological and repre-
sentational roles uncovers its part in shaping political and social agreement, notably via
the intricate mediating role of mass media. Equally crucial is grasping how listeners of
public discourse respond to or follow expert advice—especially significant when re-
flecting on the pandemic situation and the two separate lockdown phases imposed as
measures to control the virus’ transmission.

In this article, we analyze:

a. the observed resemantization of familiar words for purposes of manipulation,

and the role of neologisms as instruments for challenging authority,

b. the role of the language of fear—or fear-language, as we have termed it—thus

even creating a (visual) neologism,

c. the notion of individual responsibility and its instrumentalization for victim-

blaming [2], [3],

d. the deliberate rationalization of fear and the cultivation of trust-based relation-

ships as a countermeasure to mechanisms of imposition and domination.

2 Theoretical Framework / Background

This study is grounded in Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which examines how
language is shaped, manipulated, and redefined in times of crisis, highlighting the link
between power, ideology, and linguistic practices. CDA provides a framework to un-
derstand how semantic changes and resemantization occur under the influence of so-
cial, political and economic power structures [4]. In times of crisis, such as during the
pandemic and, previously, in Greece during the economic/memorandum crisis, the phe-
nomenon can be observed whereby, on the one hand, the meanings of familiar and well-
known words change overnight, and on the other hand, neologisms appear—namely
newly coined lexical units or existing lexical units that acquire a new sense [5]. As
Newmark notes, translating or interpreting neologisms requires careful consideration
of context, since newly coined or resemantized lexical units are closely tied to social
and historical circumstances. At various points in modern history, such words have
served as tools to challenge authority or as forms of (counter)criticism by citizens, act-
ing as channels of resistance against oppression and control experienced by middle and
lower social classes.
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3 Methodology

The present study is based on the analysis of texts from the public sphere, with par-
ticular emphasis on journalistic discourse, focusing on the last fifteen years—a period
marked by a succession of major crises (economic, health-related, and climatic). The
research material consists primarily of television news bulletins and current affairs pro-
grams, complemented by a limited number of advertising texts. The selected material
was recorded, transcribed, and subsequently analyzed in accordance with the principles
of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)[4]. A substantial part of the observations and
findings discussed in this article has been previously presented and developed in recent
scholarly publications by the author [6], [7], [8].

4 Results

4.1 Linguistic Practices and Meaning Negotiation in Times of Crisis

As we have argued in a relatively recent study [6], just as from the side of authority
no consent was sought from the community for the semantic alteration of a familiar
phonetic sequence, with the same freedom—but this time with a playful or mocking
attitude—those subjected to authority acted with a kind of linguistic libertinism.

Emotions played a significant role including insecurity, disgust, and aversion to the
policies being implemented (e.g., nekraila, skatila, fascistila, lamogiofylaki, etc.). Cli-
ché words were rare, since the dominant feature was the subversion of established lin-
guistic codes, with imaginative compositions (faskelometro, etc.). The verbal fragments
available in the research arsenal are inexhaustible, especially when considering the ma-
terial provided on social media platforms.

4.2  The Concept of Fear-Language and the Intent Behind Its Creation

In a recent book co-authored with Nikolas Prevelakis [8], we studied the role of
language in relation to crisis situations and social pressures, such as the pandemic, the
ongoing climate crisis, but also previous ones such as the memorandum/economic cri-
sis. We found that common patterns are followed, relating to ideological indoctrination
and manipulation [9], [10], highlighting the fact that language does not merely manip-
ulate but is itself manipulated when mobilized with specific aims by political-economic
power, as well as by the authority of “experts.”

Figurative language is extensively employed as an effective means of immediate
dissemination and comprehension of information, and of instilling fear in people. Met-
aphor is considered an inescapable part of the way humans communicate ideas and
experiences [11]. Conceptual metaphors in times of crisis, such as periods of austerity,
are very frequent in the public sphere [12].

4.3  The Climate Crisis Discourse: Emerging Vocabularies on Hold?

With the evident anxiety for the planet’s future in relation to climate change, one
may surmise that language maintains “vocabularies in waiting,” since every current and
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future development will inevitably be described through its system of signifiers and
signifieds. At the same time, it is assumed that newer terms will also emerge, either in
the form of neologisms or as resemantized products of familiar phonetic forms.

It is highly probable that, once again, numbers will assume a central—if not intimi-
dating—role in shaping public perception and discourse. This pattern has already been
observed in various recent crises, such as for example, the memorandum crisis in
Greece. Equally notable is the semantic transformation—or resemantization—of words
traditionally linked to the natural world, many of which have acquired entirely new
meanings with the rise and dominance of digital technology [13], [14].

4.4 Language Layers of the Climate Crisis: A Dialogue Proposal

Over the past two years, we have proposed the inclusion of the term “language lay-
ers” in conference discourse, especially when referring to the vocabularies of crises [7].
The term highlights the sequential, elastic, and temporally bounded vocabularies that
accompany successive crises.

As scholars of linguistic science, we aim to cultivate critical processing skills in stu-
dents and university learners, encouraging imagination, reading, and linguistic auton-
omy as a means to reduce social and educational inequalities [15].

4.5  On Responsibility and the Quiet Weight of Words

Within the framework of research endeavors that aim for deep social connection, the
systematic invocation of “individual responsibility” functions as the ground upon
which guilt construction and blame assignment unfold [2]. Appeals to trust and respon-
sibility rhetorically elevate the addressee while transferring structural responsibility
onto individuals [8].

5 Discussion — Conclusion

Within such a framework, the intense pressures exerted on language are revealed—
pressures that aim to align it with politics of fear. According to Critical Discourse Anal-
ysis, there are no innocent texts in the public sphere [4]. Linguistic redefinitions may
erode social protections and increase social inequalities, particularly when imposed top-
down, affecting language education and students’ ability to critically engage with pub-
lic discourse.

The language of fear spreads rapidly across mass media and social networks, gener-
ating waves of panic and distrust toward science and its representatives. This frame-
work also highlights the role of misinformation, disinformation and malinformation in
shaping public perception and amplifying the language of fear [16]. Ultimately, the
recipient of crisis discourse faces not only objective problems but also the need for
rational handling of fear and commitment to democratic systems grounded in trust and
creativity.



Representations of Pandemic and Climate Crisis in Greek Language —
Impacts on Communication and Social Inequality

References

bl

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Tsitsanoudis-Mallidis, N. & A. Stavropoulos (2022). 'The construction of social consent
to restrictive measures due to the pandemic: An approach based on online references
with the keyword lockdown Greece'. Adegean Working Papers in Ethnographic Linguis-
tics, 3, 112—131. Available at: https://ejournals.epublishing.ekt.gr/index.php/awpel/arti-
cle/view/

Hanson, S. (2018). “The discursive micro-politics of blame avoidance: unpacking the
language of government blame games”. Policy Sciences, 51, 545-564

Ryan, W. (1971). Blaming the victim. New York: Pantheon Books

Fairclough, N. (2003). Analysing Discourse. London and New York: Routledge
Newmark, P. (1988). 4 textbook of Translation. London: Prentice. (Ch. 13: “The Trans-
lation of Neologisms”, 140-150. [Retrieved 10-05-2017])

Tsitsanoudis-Mallidis, N. (2022). 'Resemantizations and neologisms in times of crisis'.
In Z. Gavriilidou, N. Mathioudakis, M. Mitsiaki & A. Fliatouras (Eds.), Glossanthoi.
Studies dedicated to Pinelopi Kampaki-Vougioukli. Democritus University of Thrace,
Faculty of Classics and Humanities. Scientific Yearbook of the Faculty of Classics and
Humanities. Vol. 1 (2021-2022). Athens: Herodotos, 281-292. Available at: https://clas-
sic.duth.gr/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/EIIETHPIAA-YKAX-A-TOMOZX-2021-
2022.pdf

Tsitsanoudis-Mallidis, N. (2025). 'Crises in succession and rapidity. Instead of language,
layers of language?'. In N. Tsitsanoudis-Mallidis & N. Mathioudakis (Eds.), The Dis-
semination of Greek Linguistic Heritage: The Boston Proceedings. Athens: Kappa
Publishing

Prevelakis, N. & N. Tsitsanoudis-Mallidis (2022). @ofoyriacoa/Fovoglossa..Bilingual
edition. Athens: Kastaniotis

Chomsky, N. & D. Barsamian (1997). The Manipulation of the Masses — Interviews with
David Barsamian. Trans. Th. Voulgaridis. Athens: Scripta

Chomsky, N. (2006). Two Hours of Clarity. Conversations of Noam Chomsky with
Denis Robert and Veronique Zarahovitz. Athens: A.A. Livanis Publishing

Deignan, A. (2005). Metaphor and Corpus Linguistics. Amsterdam: John Benjamins
Gavriilidou, Z. (2017). Conceptual metaphors in the press during the period of austerity.
In N. Tsitsanoudis-Mallidis (Ed.), Greek Language, Culture and Mass Media. Athens:
Gutenberg, 272-302

Tsitsanoudis — Mallidis, N. (2021). “The depictions of the recent crises (memorandum,
refugee issue, pandemic) in the Greek language. A critical analysis centered on freedom
of expression”. Oral announcement at an event of the Institute of Cultural Diplomacy
Brussels, 23/5 (online session)

Tsitsanoudis — Mallidis, N. (2022). Greek Media Discourse from the reconstitution of
democracy to the Memorandums of Understanding. Hellenic Studies Monograph Series.
Center for Hellenic Studies, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C. Distrib-
uted by Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts and London
Tsitsanoudis-Mallidis, N. (2025). "A Dialogue Experiment with the Vocabularies of the
Pandemic and Climate Crisis." In K. Laskaratos (ed.), Tetradia Politismou. Athens:
Sideris Editions, pp. 21-29. Available: https://isideris.gr/wp-content/up-
loads/2025/06/TETRADIA-POLITISMOU_S5_Book.pdf

Wardle, C. & H. Derakhshan (2017). Information Disorder. Council of Europe, DGI.,
research/168076277c



http://www.tcpdf.org

