
Does the Language I Speak Influence the Way I Think 
Edited by Betty Birner 

 

Is it true that the language I 
speak shapes my thoughts? 
~ple hIV't befn asklnllhis Q .. ~tloo for hundrt<:ls 
ofYfar1. Linlukts h_ bHn Paylnl sp«lal al1ff>
,;..., to It sin<f I~ 19~OS. w~ t ""Iu;" rI,)"'~ 
B~ "il"'!n lee WhOfI siudoed Hop~ a N~tive Am~flcan 

I.ln,u.alt spoktn In nOl t he~Sltrn MIOtlI . Sistd on 
his s[lIdih, 'IIhol' d almtd that ~~ta k t.s or 1I ~ll n d 
SJa'lh., 0/ (n,Lish $« ItIt world dif'erently b«I IIH 
of d,fftr~ n'es In Ihtl. IaflSUilSt. 

'MI~ ~ ha .... ie;uned Is lhal lhe ''lSwer \0 thisquu· 
hon i1. {OMpi n tt'd To $Ome e>l tnl. it's. [ hicken. 

and·ttc Qlltiloon: Ale you un,bIe to ,h;,,\ abo'" 

IhI"IS yOu don't ~ words lor. or do V(l J lac l wo.ds 
for \10 .. ", bof<4uSf yO\I dM" think &bout , hot",' PM! 

ot tht p!'oblem I, that thtre is (Mr, hwol"iM I~ J"" 
(an gU i~f Ind IMoll3hl : there IS Jlso cuthl" . Your cuI 
lur .. - the tradlllons, IIf ll'!>l ~le, habils,."" $0 on 11111 
veu pick up Iron' ,hot people yO ~ live.!XI ime.",! .,.\10 
- ShJPcS Ih e WM VOIII"in~.lInd 81$0 sl\;lpn Ihe 
way vou la lk. 

Tlwrt's d I~nluas r ul'td GuuJU Yimllhln (Ipobn in 
Norlh Qu~tRlIaI'\O, A~ra.ti'l 111M ~sln I\rIe .. Ofdl 
~ke left .nd lignlOl (10m and boc.~. In spe.Ir.~1 

• lwlYS deWlbe lot'ILJn~ MOd d:rm!on\ \lSi", ,'" 
GuuIU Vi"",hirr WOlds IOf IOO<lh, _,h, tI$t,.nd 
~5t , SO, Ii1ty would _. \ay1M: a boy h SlaNIit'l 

ir fl lJl'II Of <1 nousf: insturS,lhfy'G ~y lit is SI«'d11'l! 
(fo. eUlI'ple) tl~1 01 1M houw. Tiwy woukllbo, no 

dOllbl, lhink of Iht blPf IS ~tlIradinS U51 of Ihr IIouw. 
.. Me. Sptal<tl of E nt:W~ would lhink of him n 
s:;lndhl in l'OtH Olllle hcu~. t/:iIs 0tJ . lanlulgf 

affKltd ..,IIr ""v of til n005! 0.. h,s I d,ff,, ~lIte '" 
cullU'~' h~h;I S al/ldl'd bolh 001 lhoulhl~ Ind o ur 
~nl~Ie! MOSI ~ kei',; I~ "' lt u~. 1M I~<>IiSh' 

I\;lbilS, and llIe llI",ual@hll'.-eililgrown uplo!elhe., 

The p,o~~ ;$1\'1 rtSl.;C!O·d 10 indMd uiOl words. 
eu llt •. In Erst;sh. tilt !Ofm of Ihe "".b h I SoI'ntence 
tells whether it d.I'ribes a ""st 0. prtwnl ewnl 
"'~I)' _flu ~ MoIywalktdj. Kopf dot$fl'1 'e~uhe 
IIYI; ,"slud. 1M ft"m~ of il . ""rtn, It II h.,." Ihe 

speat tl (~mt 10 know tM j~forml tion - so 'fOJ 
..oII'd ,,~ d,ff",", loo-ms '0' r,.Sl-hand k"""'led.~ 

( Ik e 1m hur.g"'" and .e~.atly \nown 'NO' million (li ke 
I~ sky is blueJ. Of couru. £nl~!.h spe . .... s may 
choow 10 include such information (as In. 1 MI1' Mal)' 
pon~ 1M lestJ, bUI II·s nollfll'.lred. Whorf be~tvt(! 
Ih~1 because of ("is differente. HOpi S~ake.S and 
En. llilk speaker!! thinll.boUI tvt .. !S diftrrtnUV. with 
Hopi ~peakef!.locu~ing m~ re on tke 50urce of (ne infor· 

ma hon ~"~ Eng lish speake.s focu~ln. more on In~ lime 
of Ihe eve nt. 

Ob jects are Ireated diHe.ently b'lIM syMu 01 dille"'"t 
langUJg.s~' ....,11. In Engliin. ~me nOllnS (Uke b'On) 

art 'coonl ab~t' and can ~ Made plurol (tJe'onsl, while 
Olhe.s lit" 'm35s' and Cln', be m3dt pIt,,.1 (you can 
hit\le two 'liPS 11{ ,iu but n<l111'l'O tictil. Otlle/llIl1· 
IUII~e!>. ~~p I/IpdntSt. don1 male Illos diSl,nc:lion. 

;n'INd. classifitrS like CUP of Ill! IISed lor II 110\1<>5. 

lI~sea,c~tr~ alf' S1iK1yrl1l whetM' In i proptrly of [1'fI 
IlInsuaSt ~kes Ensllsh Sptl<~l!i mOIl;tWa'e of lhe 
dislinction btl_en SUb\tIOC" ,nd individual obiKlI. 

Here'S or~ m~ uampit 'I1II0ff s~id 1"-" bt,,"se 
Ensl ish l.ealS Ii"" as btlnl b.ot ... up iMO chlln ks Ihil 
C.n be COllnlH! - Ih"~ dll\'"s, fO<lf minlll~S, ho/(~n 

nolll - (n.,ish SjlIakert lend 10 lreal limt as a glOup 
of obiKIS - Wtonds, .... UltS. hOllIS _ Instead 111 a5 a 
!inooth ulIbro""" stream. Tl' s, he u!~, ma ktS liS Ihin); 
1"-'1 time Is 'S111ff'lh~t tin be uved ..... Sled. o. Iosl . 
rhe Hopi. lit M«l don'llelk ,baut "'TIt ill lllou Itlns, 
.,d 10 [hey thin~about II diffe.t'"l(ly: fo ' (hem It Is i 
canUnllO<l' <yclt. BIIt this doesn': ~tSsllilv .-.e~n 
Ihil au. I.lnsua!e has fo<ced a ctlli ,n";ew 01 lime 00 
Ui :;1 coold .Iso be Ih.i,. Oil! VLe'" 01 Ii"", is .effecled in 
OU' ~nluale, o. I~I t~ wa~"'f 11«., wit h limf i ~ OU ' 
CU:' U.f is "n@e:ltdinbO!h our " "K uaX ~ ind our 
[houlntS. II setms l i~ flv Ihat lancuale . (h ouCh!. !OO 
cull ure !o.m Itl rtt suand~ of J b,a·d. wilh each one 
afltCilng 1M Ot h f'~. 

But people think in language. right? 
Milch of Ihf li n ., vn. But not Ilwllyi.. You can f a,ilv 
tonjute up ~nl ~l l ma~es I lt d stnlolliolls ,h., _uk! 
be hud tl1 dtM" be ",wordS. You un lhir ~ aboullht' 
sound of a SVmphonv. \he shiPe of. pur, O. 1M 
'rMli or li.lle: b,ud lI o .. e of IhtS!' t!:oughts rtqu;r~ 

IoIn!luilS'/. 



 

So it's possible to think about something 
even if I don't have a word for it? 
Yes. flh color$, for uample. The r! a rt ~~ Infi nl,e 
num ber of d ;ffrr~~' 'ol~r s, ~nd Ihey don·1 all have 
Iht ir own namu. lI"f')u h. ve a c ~n of red per ini an d 
slowly 3dd blue 10 it. ~rop by dro p, il will wry ~lowlV 
(h,,"S' 10 a rf(ldlsll purple , Ihe" purple . Ihen blulsn 
~yr ple. Each drop .. ill chang" (he ( olor very sllShUy. 
bu l Ihe rt is no o ne moment whe n il will stop bting 
red and beeo me purple . Ihe color spewu m Is conlin . 
uous. Our lans uage, ho we~er, isn·, cO Mi nuuus. Our 
l,ng ua8e makn us brea k Ihe (olor spewum up In lO 
' red ·, ·purple· . Jnd so on. 

The Oani o( Ntw GUrfll'a have on~ 110'0 bask colDr terms 
in 'heir language _ One for 'dal~' COIMS (includin, biue 
dnd grcf11) and o~ (or 'filhl' (olo.s (inch."fn! yellow 
a nd red) . TheIr iantuase brcah up Ihe colo. s~ctrum 
diUt'ffnlly from ou'\. eul Ihal doeo;n·1 mean Ihev Cdn·1 
loft' 1M difleffnce bel_en~lIow and .l'd; Slud~ hil¥t' 
shown 1I\.)I Ihu can ~e different colo~ IU51 as English 
~pea kff s un. 

In Russra n. Ihe re &re two d:lf •• er11 words for ligh l blue 
a"d dark bl ue. Does Ihis meM Ih~t R u ssi~rl sptoke .s 
I h i n~ of Ihfse u ·d lff~.enl" colo rs. while h~v'"S one 
wo .d (blue) tlU!;!!S Engl is h speakers 10 Ihl ~k of Ihem ~s 
Ihe ume? M~y~. D<I Vou think of red and pi n k ,~ dif. 
fe reOl COIOfl;? If so. you m~y be uod~r Ihe influence of 
you. lans~ge: after aU, p'nk is 'e,,!iy lust Ii!ht red . 

So Our I.JllJUage doe .... , fOf(e uS 10 we only what It 
, 'ves u~ wo.ds for. buI it can affe<I how _ ""I rhings 
k ,IO g.oup$.. Ol1e of lhe j<lbs of" dlild lu .nin! I3n. 
guaat;S 10 figurt OUI ... hic" things ~'e called by III(' 
sa .... w(lrd. Aliff l~a.nin B I h~1 rhe family's 51 Be.n. rd 
is a dog. Ihe (h ild may see a <ow ~n d say dOQ. Ih inkill8 
Iha t Iht' IWO Ihlngs (OUnt as the s-ame. 0 . Ihe 'hild m3 y 
nO I re~l i le Ihall ! '~ " eishbor"~ ch ihua huJ also countS as 
a doC. The ( hrld has to Ielm wroal range of obiects i, 
(ove .ed by Ihe word dOll. We learn to g.oup Ihl"3S Iha r 
"e !>Imll, . ,nd give Ihem Ihe same label. bUI whal 
countS U bei nl "mHar e l"OJugh 10 fa ll under a slnsle 
tabel may vary f.om language 10 I~nsuage. 

In Other wo'ds, Ih' innuer.( t' of language isn·1 SO much 
on whll we u n think .bout. Or even " h;rl we do thi". 

about, oot rather on hew we bruk up realily Inlo cal. 
t~ories and la!)el them. And In lhis. our l.i;nguage 
and ou' thouJl"I\ a re prob'b1y both gruUy Influ. 
enced byoor cu!lu re. 

But what about all those Eskimo words 
for snow? 
Yo u maoy hiM" hear~ il said 11\111 Estlm05 have dozPllS 
(Of ~Vfn hull(i .e-dS!) a/words lor ~OW. ~ople oft en 
use Ihis cI~i rn to show I h ~1 Ihe way we vie .... Ihe 
world ~od cMe way we lalk ~bO\J t it a .e close lv ,e l~ I· 
ed. 8uI il"S simply not Irue Ih.lt Es kimos ha~e an 
e.traordin ~'Y !lU mber of wOlds for snow. firs! of <III. 
lhe. f isn'l iust one Eskimo I!nluage; Iht' people .... e 
rfier to as 'Eskimos' speak a v~rlety of laozuaaes io· 
the Inu:I and ¥upik l,ngulSt f,milies. And ~·en if "'" 
pi(k a ~g'" di.loct 01 a s·ngte Car'JUa~e, _ woo·, 
lind mcch evidence lhal illlas more wo,ds fo. SI"OJ'" 

Ihan English does. for o~ tnlnl.lhe,e·s Iht aues· 
tion of wf\;ll counrs n iI " 0<1.1: !fI Ens Ush. we <an 
combi"" wo.ds to Stt cO/ll~ur'd fo.ms like snowball 
and snow{Joke. and we c. ' oldd · .. lIat •• , (alltd 
·Infltc liooa l" er.d in g~ to ~.c SIIowtd and snowing. 

The Eskimo I<!ngual!". ' h~.~ 1M ",are wo rd. Cormlng 
~oceSSH thJn EnSlIsh does. !<l,' s ioSlc ·.OO!' vlO.d 
(like snow) <ould be ' he b-Itsis fo' hundr~d s of . elated 
words. It hardly seems fal, 10 (Ount each Olle of 

these sepa.a lrly. If you onlv counl ll>r .001 .. you·CI 
fmd lhill thl'S(" '''''.cua~s arfn·, Iha l different from 
£J1 g1isl>. r.fte. aN. rns~sh hol'l lots of wo,ds for snow; 

we·"" goI5f1C"'. WI'1. slush, f<osi. b/iuofa. ava· 
IQfI(h~. dr;fr. powder. ,,1(1 PIJ"~ -;;rod if you~e an 
.....i<f sk;~r. ye;U probilb'~ know t'ven more. 

So learni ng a different la nguage won't 
change the way I think? 
NOl rea lly - . bul il lhp ne., I'''t,unse is very diffNenl 
fro m vou r own. il ' Iav 8r." you lOrn<! insighl inlO 
anOlher culture ano "'!Olhe r way of life. 
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