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THE EFFECT OF LANGUAGE ON SOCIETY


The speaker perceives the world through language: Wittgenstein: “The limits of my language are the limits of my world”. Languages therefore controls our world-view.


For example, all European languages have tenses. Some American Indian languages do not, leading to a different concept of time. They are likely therefore to have a different concept of time and cause and effect. But  this is not to say that thought is constrained by language: with effort we can understand other world-views.

2
THE EFFECT OF SOCIETY ON LANGUAGE


Less controversially, language can be affected by:


The Physical Environment

Surrounded by snow, the Sami people of Lapland have many words for reindeer. Eskimos have single words for soft snow, dry snow, etc. Bedouin Arabic has a large camel vocabulary.


Social Structure

Our kinship system is reflected in our kinship terms - single items to mean son, granddaughter, etc ... whereas great uncle, maternal aunt, etc, are less important. Australian Aboriginal language Njamal has one word meaning father and father’s brother - the social distinction is clearly less important.


In English the generic use of the personal pronoun he reflects a male-dominated society.


Social Values

Taboos - activities regarded by  society as forbidden - are reflected in its language. In the English-speaking world such taboos are related to sex, religion, excretion. In Roman Catholic cultures religion is a stronger taboo. In Norway the devil is taboo. Such references therefore take on almost magical power as swear-words, provoking shock at the word, not at the concept [with fuck we are shocked at the word; the concept seems legitimate].


A secondary effect is the way language changes to reflect such nervousness: rabbit replaces coney; rooster for cock; American Indian speakers of Nootka avoid the word such because it resembles their word for vagina.

Language - a crazy construct, donchathink?
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