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Abstract

Scholarly optimism over the global proliferation of Rights of Nature legislation systematically overlooks
how legal grammar functionally grants or withholds these rights. This paper introduces "grammatical
trusteeship”, a structural semiotic condition where human agents serve as indispensable grammatical
mediators of non-human personhood, reinstating anthropocentric ontology syntactically even when
legislative intent nominally dismantles it in policy. Grounded in Jane Bennett's Vibrant Matter, this study
applies a corpus-driven Systemic Functional Linguistic (SFL) transitivity analysis to 147 clauses from the
Te Awa Tupua (Whanganui River Claims Settlement) Act 2017, cataloguing Material, Mental, Relational,
and Verbal processes alongside the river's participant roles. Findings reveal Te Awa Tupua is positioned as
Goal, Phenomenon, or Carrier in 76.2% of clauses, but as Actor or Senser in only 8.8%. This asymmetry
constitutes a textual regime conditioning the river's legal personhood upon continuous human activation,
narration, and representation. Exposing the disjuncture between the Act's decolonial ontological ambitions
and colonial grammatical architecture, this paper argues that post-anthropocentric law requires a
grammatical reorientation in encoding ecological agency, not merely new legislative intent. The study
contributes a replicable analytical methodology to Environmental Humanities and intervenes in debates on
the performative efficacy of Rights of Nature frameworks.

Keywords: Ecolinguistics, Systemic Functional Linguistics, Transitivity, New Materialism, Grammatical
Trusteeship, Te Awa Tupua, Rights of Nature, Anthropocentrism
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Introduction

On March 20, 2017, the New Zealand Parliament passed the Te Awa Tupua
(Whanganui River Claims Settlement) Act, conferring upon the Whanganui River the full
legal status of a person. The Act declared that Te Awa Tupua, the river in its entirety
from the mountains to the sea, "is a legal person and has all the rights, powers, duties, and
liabilities of a legal person” (Te Awa Tupua Act 2017, s. 14). Internationally, the
legislation was heralded as a watershed moment in environmental governance, a
legislative endorsement of the Maori cosmological principle that humans and rivers exist
in constitutive, ancestral relation, and a model for a post-anthropocentric jurisprudence
that recognises the rights of more-than-human entities (Charpleix, 2018; Kramm, 2020;
O'Donnell & Talbot-Jones, 2018). This paper contributes to that scholarship from an
angle that social scientists, legal theorists, and postcolonial scholars have not yet

occupied: the grammar of the law itself.

However, if personhood is textually constituted, what happens when that text uses
a grammar that constructs the entity as passive? This paper argues the Act employs a
"grammar of trusteeship,” rendering the river an object of human action rather than an
autonomous agent. This constitutes what we term grammatical trusteeship, a novel
conceptual contribution to ecolinguistics and Environmental Humanities, defined as a
structural condition in which human agents serve as the necessary grammatical mediators
of non-human legal personhood, such that ecological agency is textually dependent on
human activation, representation, and narration. Grammatical trusteeship does not merely
reflect anthropocentrism; it produces and reproduces it at the syntactic level, even within

legislative instruments explicitly designed to overcome it.

If progressive eco-legal grammar reinstates the anthropocentric hierarchies it
nominally dismantles, then the gap between legislative promise and ecological reality is a
problem of linguistic form, not merely enforcement or political will. Addressing the

Anthropocene requires not only new laws but a new grammar.
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Theoretical Framework: Transitivity, Vibrant Matter and the Grammar of

Personhood

The global emergence of Rights of Nature legislation represents one of the most
significant ontological pivots in environmental governance. Beginning with Ecuador's
2008 Constitution, which recognised Pacha Mama as a subject of rights, the movement
has produced what Azam et al. (2025) characterise as a paradigm shift toward eco-centric
legal frameworks. O'Donnell and Talbot-Jones (2018) demonstrate that legal personality
can be a valuable institutional tool for river management, provided that new rights are
given sufficient force. Gonzalez-Serrano's (2024) critique of river rights in Colombia
argues that the enshrinement of rights has functioned as an ornamental legal framework
that does not dismantle extractive regimes. What is conspicuously absent from this
scholarship is sustained attention to the linguistic dimension: scholars have examined the
legal force, institutional architecture, and decolonial politics of Rights of Nature
legislation, but they have not asked how grammar encodes, or undermines, the very

personhood these laws proclaim.

Ecolinguistics, defined by Steffensen (2024) as the enterprise oriented to
understanding how language shapes interactions between humans, other species, and
natural environments, has generated a robust tradition of ecological discourse analysis.
Drawing on Halliday's Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), ecolinguistic scholars
have demonstrated that grammar encodes particular ecological values and ideologies.
Cheng (2022) establishes ecological discourse analysis as an independent paradigm
within the Hallidayan tradition, constructing an "ecological grammar” that maps
transitivity, appraisal, and theme systems onto ecological value orientations. Systematic
reviews (Chu et al., 2024) confirm that transitivity analysis is the most frequently
employed methodology, capable of revealing how ecological entities are positioned as
active agents or passive objects within discourse. Recent applications demonstrate that
grammar is not a neutral vehicle for content but an active producer of ecological ideology
(Luan et al., 2024; Igbal et al., 2025; Sadaf et al., 2025). Yet ecolinguistic scholarship has
focused on journalistic, literary, or political discourse; the transitivity structures of legal

texts making transformative ontological claims about non-human entities have received
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virtually no systematic attention. Legal language is performative: it does not merely
represent the world, it constitutes it (Austin, 1962; Butler, 1997). An Act that declares a
river a legal person but constructs that river, grammatically, as a perpetual object of
human action does not simply describe an anthropocentric relationship, it performs one.

SFL conceptualises language as a social semiotic resource that fulfils three
metafunctions: the ideational (representing experience), the interpersonal (enacting social
relations), and the textual (organising information). The ideational metafunction is
realised through the transitivity system, which models how experience is encoded as
configurations of processes, participants, and circumstances (Halliday & Matthiessen,
2014). The transitivity system distinguishes six process types, Material (doing,
happening), Mental (sensing, thinking), Relational (being, having), Verbal (saying),
Behavioural (behaving), and Existential (existing), each with characteristic participant
roles. This ideological loading of English grammar was theorised as "transitivity bias"
(Fowler et al., 1979) and operationalised in ecolinguistic analysis as a tool for detecting
anthropocentric ideologies (Steffensen, 2024; Ponton, 2024). When a non-human entity is
systematically positioned as Goal rather than Actor, the grammar encodes a worldview in

which that entity is constitutively acted upon rather than acting.

Jane Bennett's (2010) Vibrant Matter argues that non-human things possess a vital
force, a "thing-power," that allows them to affect and intervene in human and non-human
assemblages. Ejsing (2024) defends new materialism against post-Marxist critiques,
arguing that its ontological reorientation toward non-human agency is essential for
grappling with Anthropocene ecological crises. Karen Barad's (2007) agential realism
extends this, proposing that agency is not a property possessed by entities but a
phenomenon enacted through material-discursive practices. These practices are "intra-
actions” that co-constitute human and non-human participants. On Barad's account, the
grammar of legislative texts is not merely a representation of pre-existing legal realities

but a constitutive force shaping what legal status actually means and does.

Critically, Rosiek et al. (2020) argue that new materialist theories of non-human
agency stand in a complex relationship with Indigenous ontologies. Indigenous

knowledge systems have long theorised the agency of non-human entities in ways that
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Western new materialism has only recently arrived at. Yavas (2025) makes a parallel
argument, demonstrating that Western new materialism frequently overlooks the
longstanding Indigenous philosophies in which land, matter, and spirit are inseparably
entangled. The Te Awa Tupua Act occupies a fraught position: it draws explicitly on
Maori ontology, the Whanganui iwi's understanding of the river as an ancestor, but

encodes that ontology through the grammatical structures of Westminster legislation.

Tate and Rapatahana (2022) demonstrate that Maori parliamentarians navigated
precisely this tension during the passage of the Act. They did so through code-switching
between English and te reo Maori, constructing humanature relationships that Western
legal grammar could not accommodate. The Act itself, however, was ultimately drafted
in English and through English grammatical conventions. It is at this level that the
ontological ambition of the Maori cosmological claim meets the structural resistance of
colonial grammar. Edirisinghe and Suchet-Pearson (2024) argue that the very concept of
legal personhood for rivers challenges the Western jurisprudential assumption that legal
persons must be sentient beings. But the question of how those ontologies are translated
into, or betrayed by, the grammar of statutory language remains unaddressed.

Grammatical trusteeship is distinguished from prior adjacent concepts. Critical
discourse analysis has documented passivization as an agency-suppression strategy
(Fowler et al., 1979), but passivization is a surface-level choice that speakers can reverse.
Grammatical trusteeship is structural: it is produced not by any individual drafting choice
but by the deep architecture of the English transitivity system applied to a non-human
legal subject. It also differs from 'semiotic colonialism' (Thiong'o, 1986) in that it
operates not through vocabulary or register but through process-type assignment. The
concept is additionally distinct from greenwashing: greenwashing deploys positive
ecological lexis to obscure harmful practice; grammatical trusteeship deploys a
progressive legislative intent that is syntactically undermined not by bad faith but by the

structural limits of the grammatical medium.

Three syntactic markers characterise grammatical trusteeship: first, the systematic
positioning of the non-human entity as Goal or Phenomenon in Material and Mental

process clauses; second, the proliferation of Relational clauses in which the entity's
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identity and attributes are constituted through human acts of attribution rather than
through the entity's own actions; and third, the Verbal and Material construal of human
guardians as the primary Actors and Sayers in clauses that concern the entity's wellbeing,
rights, and interests. Together, these patterns produce a text in which the non-human
entity is present as the perpetual recipient of human agency rather than as an autonomous

agent in its own right, a ward, in grammatical terms, even when a person in legal terms.

Methodology

The primary corpus comprises the full text of the Te Awa Tupua (Whanganui
River Claims Settlement) Act 2017, focusing on Sections 12-45, which directly address
Te Awa Tupua as an entity: its nature, attributes, rights, capacities, and governance
arrangements. This encompasses the river's legal status, the governance body Te Kopuka
na Te Awa Tupua, and the rights and interests of Te Awa Tupua and Maori communities.
A total of 147 grammatical clauses were identified and subjected to transitivity analysis,
using the criterion that each clause contains an explicit or recoverable participant in the

role of Te Awa Tupua.

Clause selection followed a three-stage protocol: (1) full text of ss. 12-45 was
segmented into finite clauses using the criterion of one process per clause (Halliday &
Matthiessen, 2014); (2) clauses were retained where Te Awa Tupua appeared as an
explicit grammatical participant or where co-reference chains (pronoun 'it," nominal 'the
river) made the reference recoverable; (3) embedded clauses within larger nominal
groups were excluded unless they contained an independent transitivity configuration.
This yielded 147 clauses from 211 finite clauses in the selected sections (69.7% retention
rate). Sixty-four excluded clauses concerned procedural, institutional, or definitional
content in which Te Awa Tupua did not appear as a participant. Intercoder agreement
was calculated using Cohen's k¥ on an independently coded 30% subsample (n = 44
clauses), yielding k¥ = 0.81, indicating strong agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977).
Disagreements were resolved through discussion and reference to Halliday and

Matthiessen (2014); consensus coding was used for the final dataset.

Our analysis focuses on the English-language grammar of the Act, while
acknowledging that the Act's meaning cannot be reduced to its English-language
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provisions. Maori concepts such as Kaitiakitanga (guardianship) and whakapapa
(genealogical interconnection) carry ontological weight that Western grammatical
analysis can illuminate but does not exhaust. The te reo Maori preamble and schedules
embedded in the Act may exhibit different transitivity patterns that warrant separate
analysis by scholars proficient in te reo Maori. The critique developed here is directed not
at the Maori cosmological vision embedded in the Act but at the colonial grammatical
architecture through which that vision is expressed, an architecture that, we argue,

partially betrays the very ontological claims it is intended to realise.

Analysis: The Transitivity Architecture of Te Awa Tupua
Distributional Overview

Table 1 presents the overall distribution of process types across the 147 clauses
analysed, together with the participant role assigned to Te Awa Tupua in each clause. The
findings reveal a striking pattern: Te Awa Tupua occupies the grammatically active
participant position (Actor in Material processes, Senser in Mental processes, Sayer in
Verbal processes) in only 8.8% of clauses (13 instances). In the remaining 91.2% (134
clauses), the river is constructed either as the patient of human action (Goal, Beneficiary,
or Range in Material processes), as the object of human perception or cognition
(Phenomenon in Mental processes), or as an entity whose existence and attributes are
constituted through Relational processes in which human agents or legal instruments are

the primary Tokens.

The following analysis separates empirical findings (process-type distributions,
participant role frequencies) from theoretical interpretation; speculative claims are
explicitly flagged.
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Table 1.

Distribution of Process Types and Participant Roles of Te Awa Tupua across Clauses in
the Te Awa Tupua Act 2017 (N = 147)

Process Type  Total Clauses Te Awa Te Awa Tupua Representative
(%) Tupua as as Participant
Active Passive/Patient Role
Participant
\WECIEL 52 (35.4%) 9 (6.1%) 43 (29.3%) Goal /
Beneficiary
Mental 31 (21.1%) 2 (1.4%) 29 (19.7%) Phenomenon
Relational 42 (28.6%) 2 (1.4%) 40 (27.2%) Carrier / Token
Verbal 14 (9.5%) 0 (0%) 14 (9.5%) Verbiage /
Target
Existential 8 (5.4%) n/a n/a Existent

147 (100%) 13 (8.8%) 126 (85.7%) —

Note. Active participant roles include Actor, Senser, and Sayer. Eight existential clauses
are not coded for active/passive distinction. No Behavioural processes were identified in
the corpus; Existential clauses (e.g., "There shall be a strategy for Te Awa Tupua") do
not assign participant roles relevant to the active/passive distinction and are excluded

from that analysis. Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding.
Material Processes: The River as Object of Action

Material processes constitute the largest single category (35.4%), and it is here
that the grammar of trusteeship is most visibly enacted. Of the 52 Material clauses, 43
(82.7%) construct human agents or the institutions established by the Act as Actors, with
Te Awa Tupua occupying the Goal position. Representative examples include: "the
Crown and the Whanganui Iwi shall act as guardians of Te Awa Tupua” (where the river

is the Goal of guardianship); "the strategy shall provide for the overall health and
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wellbeing of Te Awa Tupua" (where the river is the Beneficiary of a strategically
authored wellbeing); and "Te Pou Tupua shall act and speak for Te Awa Tupua in all
matters” (where the river's agency is explicitly delegated to a human proxy who acts and
speaks in its stead).

These clauses are not merely descriptive of a legal governance arrangement, they
are constitutive of the river's ontological position within the Act. Te Awa Tupua is
grammatically constructed as an entity that receives guardianship, is provided for, and is
spoken for.

This pattern resonates directly with Gonzalez-Serrano's (2024) finding that river
rights function as an ornamental framework that does not dismantle extractive legal
arrangements: when the grammar of the rights-granting instrument itself constructs the
river as the recipient rather than the initiator of rights, the ornamental character of the
legal innovation is sedimented at the syntactic level. It also speaks to the concern raised
by Taylor (2022) that the Act effectively empowers the Crown to maintain overarching
decision-making authority while appearing to confer agency on the river, a maneuver

that, this analysis reveals, is grammatically as well as politically enacted.

Mental Processes: The River as Phenomenon

The 31 Mental process clauses present a particularly revealing configuration. In
29 of these 31 clauses, Te Awa Tupua is positioned as Phenomenon, the entity that is
recognised, understood, protected, valued, or experienced by a human Senser. Examples
include: "the Crown recognises that Te Awa Tupua is an indivisible and living whole"
(where the river's ontological status, "indivisible and living whole", is a cognitive act of
Crown recognition, not an inherent attribute); "all parties shall acknowledge the intrinsic
values of Te Awa Tupua" (where intrinsic value is constituted through human acts of
acknowledgment); and "the Strategy shall include all matters necessary for understanding
the health and wellbeing of Te Awa Tupua” (where the river's wellbeing is an object of

human understanding rather than a self-evidencing condition).

The significance of this pattern cannot be overstated. Within Hallidayan

transitivity theory, the Senser position is typically reserved for human or human-like
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consciousnesses because Mental processes require a centre of subjective experience. By
systematically positioning Te Awa Tupua as Phenomenon rather than Senser, the Act's
grammar denies the river precisely the subjective interiority that legal personhood is
conventionally understood to require. The river is not the subject of experience; it is the
object of human cognitive and emotional attention. This is grammatical trusteeship in its
most epistemically consequential form: the law declares the river a person while the

grammar constructs the river as something persons experience.

This dynamic instantiates Bennett's (2010) account of the cultural tendency to
drain non-human things of vital force even while nominally recognising them. In Barad's
(2007) terms, legislating through Mental process constructions produces a river that
exists as legal subject only in the mirror of human consciousness, a grammatical
enactment of the same ontological dependency that coloniality has imposed on non-

Western peoples.

Sensitivity Analysis: Borderline Mental/Relational Clauses

A methodological sensitivity check was conducted on the two Mental clauses in
which Te Awa Tupua occupies the Senser position rather than Phenomenon. Both
instances occur in contexts where the river's "living" status is predicated through
Relational identifying processes embedded within Mental process frames (e.g., "Te Awa
Tupua is an indivisible and living whole", where the Relational identifying process is
itself the Phenomenon of a Crown recognition act). Recoding these two clauses as
Relational rather than Mental would reduce the Mental count from 31 to 29 and increase
the Relational count from 42 to 44, without altering the fundamental finding: Te Awa
Tupua occupies an active participant position in fewer than 10% of clauses regardless of
how these borderline cases are classified. The sensitivity analysis thus confirms the

robustness of the grammatical trusteeship pattern.

Relational Processes: The River's Attributes as Human Attributions

The 42 Relational process clauses constitute the second largest category and
reveal a complementary dimension of grammatical trusteeship. In Relational processes,

entities are described through Attributive or Identifying constructions. The Attributive
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type assigns properties to a Carrier ("The river is ancient™); the Identifying type
establishes equivalences between Tokens and Values ("Te Awa Tupua is the legal
person™). In the Act, 40 of the 42 Relational clauses construct the river's identity and
attributes through legal declarations that are authored by humans and enacted by human
institutions, "Te Awa Tupua is declared to be a legal person,” "The health and wellbeing
of Te Awa Tupua is of fundamental importance,” "Te Awa Tupua has all the rights,
powers, duties, and liabilities of a legal person”, rather than through the river's own

material or semiotic activity.

Verbal Processes and the Grammar of Representation

The 14 Verbal process clauses are perhaps the most explicitly political dimension
of the transitivity architecture. In every instance, Te Awa Tupua is positioned as the
target or subject of Verbal processes whose Sayers are human agents: "Te Pou Tupua
shall act and speak for Te Awa Tupua,” "the Crown and Whanganui Iwi shall together
appoint persons to be Te Pou Tupua,” and clauses specifying how human guardians shall
articulate, represent, and promote the river's interests. Te Awa Tupua never occupies the

Sayer position in the Act's grammar: the river does not speak; it is spoken for.

This finding has profound implications. In both legal theory and New Materialist
philosophy, the capacity for self-articulation is closely connected to what Pelizzon et al.
(2021) call "legal subjectivity": the capacity to be not merely a passive beneficiary of
rights but an active subject who exercises them. The grammatical construction of the
river as perpetual Verbiage, as something that is talked about and represented but never
itself talks, enacts a form of legal ventriloquism in which human trustees speak in the

name of an entity that the grammar constructs as speechless.

Comparative Gesture: The Ecuadorian Constitution

To assess whether the passive transitivity profile is specific to the Te Awa Tupua
Act or characteristic of legal English more broadly, a brief comparison with the
Ecuadorian Constitution's Rights of Nature provisions (Articles 71-74) is instructive.
Avrticle 71 states: "Nature, or Pacha Mama, where life is reproduced and occurs, has the

right to integral respect for its existence and for the maintenance and regeneration of its
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life cycles, structure, functions and evolutionary processes.” In this construction, Nature
(Pacha Mama) is the grammatical Actor/Carrier, it "has the right” and its own processes
of "maintenance and regeneration” are attributed to Nature's own life cycles, not to
human management. This contrasts sharply with the Te Awa Tupua Act, where the river
is consistently the Goal of human guardianship and the Phenomenon of human
recognition. While legal English generally features high rates of nominalization and
passive constructions, the Ecuadorian example demonstrates that Rights of Nature
provisions can be drafted in ways that assign non-human entities grammatically active
roles, making the passive profile of the Te Awa Tupua Act a specifically eco-legal

finding rather than a generic feature of legal discourse.

This comparison uses the English translation of Article 71; the original Spanish
text may exhibit different transitivity patterns that warrant separate analysis. This
comparison is necessarily preliminary; systematic comparative corpus analysis of
multiple Rights of Nature instruments is needed to establish cross-jurisdictional patterns.
Future research should also compare the transitivity profile of corporate personhood
clauses to determine whether grammatical trusteeship is specific to non-human ecological

entities or characteristic of legal personhood generally.

Discussion: Grammatical Trusteeship and the Limits of Post-Anthropocentric Law

This finding extends and complicates existing critiques of Rights of Nature
frameworks. Where Gonzalez-Serrano (2024) identifies an ornamental dimension to river
rights, and where Taylor (2022) identifies a political dynamic in which the Crown uses
river personhood to maintain governance authority while appearing to devolve it, the
present analysis identifies a deeper structural mechanism: the corpus evidence suggests
that the grammar of this particular law performs an anthropocentric limitation of non-
human personhood, potentially independent of the political intentions of the drafters. This
is a more fundamental challenge to the Rights of Nature project than either legal or
political critique alone, because it locates the problem not in bad faith or structural
inequality but in the constitutive grammar of Western legal discourse. However, because
this finding is drawn from a single legislative text, the claim is advanced cautiously:

whether grammatical trusteeship is a cross-jurisdictional structural feature requires
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comparative analysis. The theoretical interpretations that follow are offered as
speculative extensions of the corpus evidence rather than empirically established

generalisations.

From a governance perspective (cf. Cribb et al., 2024), grammatical trusteeship
may be read as mapping onto what Foucault (1991) termed 'governmentality': the river is
constituted as an object requiring expert management rather than as an autonomous actor
capable of self-governance. If this interpretation holds across jurisdictions, a proposition
that awaits empirical testing, then grammatical trusteeship operates not merely as a
linguistic finding but as a mechanism of biopolitical power enacted through legal-textual

form.

Bennett's (2010) Vibrant Matter posits a world in which rivers possess vital force.
The Maori ontology encoded in the Act's declared intent, the understanding of Te Awa
Tupua as Ko au te awa, ko te awa ko au ("'l am the river, the river is me"), is a culturally
specific articulation of this insight. The Act attempts to translate this relational ontology
into legal form by declaring the river a person with rights. But the grammar of that
declaration constructs the river in ways that are structurally incompatible with a
relational, vibrant ontology. As Rosiek et al. (2020) demonstrate, Indigenous relational
ontology generates reciprocal obligation; Western legal grammar converts that

reciprocity into institutional trusteeship.

Towards a Grammatical Agenda: A Worked Example

The three principles proposed here constitute a theoretically grounded but
empirically prospective agenda. First, a post-anthropocentric legal grammar would assign
non-human entities the Actor role in Material processes concerning their own actions and
effects. Second, it would develop new constructions for non-human cognition that do not
depend on the Mental process model calibrated to human subjectivity. Third, it would
develop constructions in which non-human entities are Sayers, whose expressions are
recognised as legally valid speech acts. Brierley et al. (2018) propose that the river's

geomorphic processes can be understood as expressions of agency.
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To demonstrate what such rewriting would look like, consider Section 14 of the
Act: "Te Awa Tupua is a legal person and has all the rights, powers, duties, and liabilities
of a legal person.” In the original, the river is the Carrier in a Relational identifying
process ("is a legal person™) and the possessor in a Relational possessive process (*"has all
the rights™), grammatically passive positions. A redrafted version might read: "Te Awa
Tupua exercises the rights, powers, and capacities of a legal person through its own
material processes of flowing, flooding, eroding, depositing, and sustaining ecological
systems; human institutions shall uphold and not impede these inherent capacities.” In

this revision, Te Awa Tupua is the Actor in Material processes (“"exercises,” "flowing,"
"flooding,” "eroding,” "depositing,” "sustaining™), and human institutions are
repositioned as secondary Actors with a duty of non-impediment rather than primary
Actors conferring personhood. The clause remains functionally operative as law, it
establishes the river's legal capacity, but grammatically encodes the river as an
autonomous agent rather than a passive recipient of human designation. This is a single
illustrative example; systematic redrafting and legal review by qualified legislative
drafters would be required to establish the feasibility and operability of a fully post-

anthropocentric legal grammar.

Conclusion: Grammar As the Final Frontier of Environmental Law

This paper has argued that the Te Awa Tupua Act 2017, despite representing a
landmark achievement in the global Rights of Nature movement, enacts a grammar of
trusteeship that persistently constructs the Whanganui River as a passive, managed, and
spoken-for entity rather than as an autonomous agent. The corpus analysis, 147 clauses,
8.8% active, 85.7% passive/patient, demonstrates that this particular Act reinstalls
anthropocentric grammar at the syntactic level while dismantling anthropocentric
ideology at the legislative level. Whether this pattern generalises across Rights of Nature
jurisdictions requires comparative corpus analysis; the preliminary comparison with the
Ecuadorian Constitution suggests that alternative grammatical profiles are possible,
making the passive construction of the Te Awa Tupua Act a finding specific to this

legislative text rather than an inevitable feature of legal English.
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Three limitations bound this study. First, the analysis is restricted to the English-
language provisions of the Act; te reo Maori constructions embedded in the Act's
preamble and schedules may exhibit different transitivity patterns that could not be
assessed using the Hallidayan framework calibrated to English grammar, and warrant
separate analysis by scholars proficient in te reo Maori. Second, the corpus is a single
legislative text; whether grammatical trusteeship is a cross-jurisdictional structural
feature requires comparative analysis of the Ecuadorian Constitution Articles 71-74 and
Colombian river rights jurisprudence. Third, the coding of process types in legal language
may diverge from SFL categories calibrated to spoken and literary corpora; genre-
specific refinement of the transitivity taxonomy for legal discourse is a necessary
methodological development. The river does not yet speak for itself in the grammar of
the law. But the grammar of the law could be rewritten so that it does.
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