The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis

.. the real world is to a large extent built up on the language habits of the group. We see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as we do because the language habits of our community predispose certain choices of interpretation. The worlds in which different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached.

Sapir (1956)

or Whorf:

We cut nature up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe significances as we do largely because we are parties to an agreement to organize it in this way - an agreement that holds throughout our speech community and is codified in the patterns of our language. The agreement is, of course, an implicit and unstated one, but its terms are absolutely obligatory; we cannot talk at all except by subscribing to the organization and classification of data which the agreement decrees. 

Whorf (1956)

The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (aka the Whorfian hypothesis) is named after the two American linguists who first formulated it. They start from the view that we all have a basic need to make sense of the world. To make sense of it, we impose an order on it. The main tool we have for organising the world is language. As you can see from the two quotations above, their view is that the language we use determines how we experience the world and how we express that experience. Hence, their view is often referred to as linguistic determinism. A quotation often found in Communication textbooks is from Wittgenstein's Tractatus Logico Philosophicus: 

The limits of my language indicate the limits of my world

Wittgenstein (1966)

This is often advanced in support of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. (Actually, given the context in Wittgenstein's Tractatus, I'm not at all sure that that's what he was saying, but it's a good quote, anyway!)

In support of this view, Sapir and Whorf looked at the differences between several languages and English. For example, in Eskimo there are different words for falling snow, snow on the ground, hard-packed snow etc; in Aztec, a single word is used for snow, cold and ice. Sapir and Whorf were concerned not simply with differences in vocabulary, but also with major differences in structures. For example, the Hopi language shows no evidence of any concept of time seen as a dimension. Whorf, realising how vitally important the concept of time is in Western physics (for, without it, there can be no velocity or acceleration) developed an idea of what a Hopi physics might look like. He claimed it would be radically different from English physics and that it would be virtually impossible for an English physicist and a Hopi physicist to understand each other. 

Comment

In fact, of course, in explaining his argument to us, Whorf undermines it. If he can imagine what a Hopi physics might be like, then there is no reason in principle why the rest of us English speakers shouldn't. The mere fact that he can translate words from Eskimo and Aztec must surely mean that we can see the world from an Eskimo or Aztec point of view. And if we can understand what Whorf tells us, then we don't even have to learn any other language to do so. 

We British have few snow-words for the same reason we have few snowploughs - we don't need them. In fact those of us who do need them, invent them. Thus skiers can identify different 'grades' of snow. I can talk about dark blue, pale blue, sky blue and could maybe identify cyan, mauve and one or two other shades, but artists have names for a whole range of blues. And where they run out of names, they use numbers to identify their paints. Presumably, if there were another Ice Age, then Aztecs would find ways of talking about the cold. 

We could paraphrase the strong version of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis as 'we can only perceive and think what our language allows us to perceive, think and say'. That doesn't seem to hold water. Not only can many of us learn to speak foreign languages fluently, it is surely the experience of most of us that at one time or another we have a thought which we cannot adequately express in our native language. Wittgenstein says that 'everything which can be thought at all can be thought clearly; everything that can be expressed can be expressed clearly' (1966 :4.116), but he accepts that there are things which are inexpressible. It's hard to see how the inexpressible got there in the first place if Whorf is right. I am quite certain that I have some thoughts which I can't express adequately. If my thoughts are determined by my language, then I suppose I must be mistaken about the thoughts I'm having. Eh? Indeed, Whorf seems to have gone out of his way to produce perverse translations from the Hopi language. Formulated as they are by him, they do indeed seem weird, but so would just about any other language if translated word by word. As Whorf would see it, German philosophers do not speak of the impermeability of matter but of the unthroughpressfulness of stuff (Undurchdringlichkeit des Stoffes), yet they seem as capable of philosophizing (in)comprehensibly as English-speaking philosophers. Wittgenstein said that he was once asked by one of his colleagues whether Germans think in the order they speak in or think normally first and then mix it all up afterwards. Whorf would presumably ask much the same question, though he might not suppose that our Anglophone order of thought is necessarily 'normal'. He would, but, the view that, Germans otherly than we think, thereon found, that they otherly than we speak. See what I mean? How do you know that Germans, Eskimoes, Hopis, Apaches think differently from us? Well, just listen to them speak. Some argument! 

Few linguists would accept the strong formulation of the Whorfian hypothesis today. In any case, the evidence on which it is based seems to be highly suspect. Ekkehart Malotki, an anthroplogist who made an extensive study of the Hopi, has shown that their language, contrary to Whorf's claims, contains a variety of tenses and words for units of time and that their culture has sophisticated methods for recording events. As far as Eskimos are concerned, experts can come up with maybe a dozen words for snow in their languages, which is around as many as we have in English. In any case, even if they had four hundred, that would not suggest that their language conditions their experience of the world any more than the availability of several hundred numbers for colours conditions mine. If anything, it suggests that our experience of the world shapes our language. 

However, a rather watered-down version is generally accepted. Language influences the way we perceive and remember and, generally, it predisposes us to look at the world in a certain way. Perhaps we could agree with Cherry that 'We think and we see the world as our language and other sign-usage condition us to do.' (1977). I suppose we can all think of examples of that from, say, the odd terms used by different professional groups. But that seems rather trite and probably rather misleading. Would we conclude that a computer engineer perceives some sort of connexion between a male sheep and computer memory simply because he refers to them both as 'ram'? I can't help thinking that a Hopi Whorf might well translate me as claiming that my computer has '64 huge bites of male sheep', but I really do know that I am using 'mega', 'byte' and 'RAM' differently. 

If you have looked through the section on semiotics, then you'll realise that this weak version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is related to the view, common amongst semiologists and other communication and cultural studies scholars that the codes we use (language or any other sign-system) are not value-free. They come laden with cultural baggage. That is a truism of cultural studies. Whether there is any truth in the truism is another matter. 

One finding which appears quite dramatic is that of Alfred Bloom in his book The Linguistic Shaping of Thought which was later criticized by Steven Pinker in his The Language Instinct (1994 p. 66-67). Bloom investigated the use of the subjunctive and conditional in English to express a hypothetical state of afairs (e.g if my Grandma had wheels, she'd be a tram). Bloom compares this with Chinese which does not have a similar construction. In Chinese, it has to be expressed something like: 'if my Grandma has wheels - my Grandma does not have wheels - if she has wheels, she is a tram'. Bloom's experiment involved inventing a number of stories containing such hypotheses. One example quote by Pinker runs as follows: 'Bier was an eighteenth-century English philosopher. There was some contact between the West and China at the time, but very few works of Chinese philosophy had been translated. Bier could not read Chinese, but if he had been able to read Chinese, he would have discovered B; what would have most influenced him would have been C; once influenced by that Chinese perspective, Bier would have done D.' Students were then asked to check off whether B, C and D actually occurred. American students nearly always answered correctly, the Chinese students hardly ever. That would seem to be convincing corroboration of the weak version of the Whorfian hypothesis. However, Pinker points out that the cognitive psychologists Terry Au, Yohtara Takano and Lisa Liu identified serious flaws in Bloom's experiments. His stories were written in awkward Chinese and the science stories were often ambiguous. Once these flaws were corrected, the differences between Chinese and American students simply disappeared. 

So where does this leave the famous Sapir-Whorf hypothesis? In its strong form, there seems to be no basis for it. The evidence for it which was cited by Whorf seems simply to be wrong; he undermines his own argument in translating from the Hopi and in imagining what ought by his own argument to be unimaginable; in any case we can all readily think of examples which suggest that Whorf's claims are simply silly. As for the weaker claim, the experimental evidence is slim at best, except in the most trivial sense. An experimental physicist with her talk of bosons and mesons and muons, quarks, spin and charm no doubt does see some of the world differently from me, as does the plumber with his talk of Mole grips, footprints, pipe wrenches and speed wrenches, all of which look pretty much the same to me. But, if I was smart enough to learn to be an experimental physicist or a plumber then I don't see why I shouldn't also be smart enough to learn the terminology. Is the Whorfian going to tell me that because one wrench is called a speed-wrench I try to use it fast or because another is called "footprints" I tend to leave it lying around on the ground? Come on. A born-again atheist, I have often had discussions about, say, the 'mystery of transubstantiation' and many other aspects of the Christian religion whilst still disbelieving it. My students can learn to talk of virtual memory, paging in and out of RAM, permanent and dynamic swapfiles and all the rest of the computery gobbledygook just as they can learn than you don't move the pointer to the top of the screen by lifting the mouse off the desk. Interestingly, though, they can still come back and talk to me about virtual memory etc. even if they forget the terminology. The concept of virtual memory is still in their mind even without all the words. 'Thingy' and 'whatsaname' are not very precise terms, but, with a bit of circumlocution, we eventually arrive at an understanding. Pinker suggests that we all use a language of thought. In some ways this language of thought will be richer than spoken languages, in other ways it will be less elaborate,

But to get these languages of thought to subserve reasoning properly, they would have to look much more like each other than either one does to its spoken counterpart, and it is likley that they are the same: a universal mentalese.

Pinker 1994: 82

So, it seems, you can have the concepts without having the language and you can have the language without being influenced by the concepts. The weak version of the Whorfian hypothesis begins to look downright puny. If so, where does that leave the claims made by the theorists, claims on which so much of cultural studies rests?
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