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Abstract: The interplay between language and thoughts provokes curiosity in various areas
of science. Language and thoughts tend to be considered together because one studied with the help
of another. This paper is based on the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis that suggests that language influences
how people think. The aim is to seed an idea about power of language over thoughts. The data is
focused on language as determining factor in human thinking. However, this idea faces great deal of
scepticism which is also included in this paper. The analysis of sources also revealed that thoughts
indeed exist as an independent agent. Thus, the paper concluded that even though thoughts are not
necessarily determined by language, to some extent language is still involved in thinking process. It
is also mentioned that this idea can be useful for people as part of language knowledge.

Keywords: language and thoughts, Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, linguistic relativity, linguistic
determinism

Based on my learning experience
as international student | noticed that
even when students of different
backgrounds and cultures, native
languages communicate through the
common language (English), it is not
always easy to follow each other's train
of thoughts and ways of reasoning. It is
suggested that their native language
might be the reason of differences in
their worldview and way of thinking.
This paper explores to what extent
language causes differences in thinking.

The main aim of this paper is to
share an idea about the power of
language over thoughts of people. In
order to achieve this purpose there are
some steps to follow: firstly, this
research acquaints you with the Sapir-
Whorf Hypothesis known as hypothesis
of linguistic relativism and linguistic
determinism. It states that language
influence the way, in which members of
culture see the world, based on the idea

that language we speak shape the way
we think. Secondly, it will analyze this
idea from the perspective of some
scholars who also studied this question
and give examples of support and
disapproval. Finally, we might face
some controversial opinions on this
Issue, and in accordance with this, the
paper endeavours to emphasize some
persuasive points in order to satisfy all
the disputing parties.

Understanding of this kind of
information is very important from the
perspective of for instance translation
studies, because translators are
considered mediators between speakers
of different languages, serving as a
bridge between representatives of
different cultures. They tend to have
some knowledge about the system of the
languages in which they are proficient,
including how speakers of these
languages tend to think. The same thing
may refer to diplomats, representatives



of Ministries of Foreign Affairs of any
country, external affairs departments in
any company or anyone who intends to
learn languages.

Hypothesis  of
Relativity

In social sciences, there is a
concept, which raises the question:
“Does the language shape the way we
think?” Though it appears in different
definitions, Sapir, anthropologist and
linguist, is considered to be the first one
who suggested it in the way it is known
today: “particular language predisposes
certain choice of interpretation”, which
means adopting particular way of
thinking among users of this language
(Sapir 1929b: 207 cited in Hussein
2012). His successor Whorf definitely
went much far with his identification of
this hypothesis. He strongly insisted on
language being determining factor in
process of thinking. And in case he is
right it means that 'world cannot be
perceived objectively', which supports
Sapir’s idea (Hussein 2012: 643).
Whorf's radical interpretation of this
hypothesis is exactly what is now
referred to be known as the Sapir and
Whorf Hypothesis, which triggered
further flow of discussions and
arguments on this issue.

The hypothesis involves two
deductions, where one comes from
another. First one is called ‘linguistic
determinism’, and it says that language
by itself, its lexical sets and grammatical
systems are like filter situated
somewhere between the speaker and his
thoughts identifying how he sees and
perceives the world (Catford 1969).
Usually it can easily be noticed by
language learners that what is said in

Linguistic

one language does not always fit into
another. Because of the uncountable
differences in languages, including
distinctions in their lexicology and
grammatical  structures, 'no two
languages are ever similar enough' to
make perfect translation between them
possible (Sapir 1929: 162 cited in Hill
and Mannheim 1992: 385). This is
where the second principle — ‘linguistic
relativism’ - flows out of: if language
truly influences the way how people
think and there are thousands of
languages exist, logical thought can be
developed: 'people who speak different
languages think differently’ (Al-Sheikh
Hussein 2012: 642).

Language shapes thoughts

The understanding of this
hypothesis depends on how you see
language, thoughts and relations
between them (Niemmeier and Dirven
2000): whether language is just a tool
referring to an object or system
constructing mental representation, or
whether you can think without a
language versus the language tells you
what to think, whether you have an
ability to think before you learn the
language or it comes in the process of
acquiring it and others. Though in
dictionaries language is identified as
"the way of expressing ideas" (Oxford
1995), linguists would tell you that
language is more than just that.

On the one hand, there is Sapir
(1949) who sees the idea in the
following way: in Navaho language and
its dialects there are numerous words for
‘snow’ describing each state of it. It is
assumed that users of this language are
more sensitive about the concept of
‘snow’ than those who have only one or



two words for it in their languages,
which seems to make sense.

On the other hand, there is Whorf
(1956): there were storages for gasoline
called drums, but there were also so
called empty gasoline drums. At the
time when Whorf practiced firefighting
the situation was brought to his attention
that workers of the facility tend to
smoke around empty gasoline drums,
which were empty from gasoline, but at
the same time contained explosive
vapour, which made it even more
dangerous. It can easily be concluded
that the meaning of the word ‘empty’
led workers to think that these drums did
not carry danger, which brought Whorf
to the thought that workers were at the
mercy of their language. However, it
should not be excluded that knowledge
here also has its role: on the one hand, at
the same situation | would also be
misled by the identifying factor —
‘empty’, on the other hand it should be
assumed that workers of this facility
should be better informed in order not to
behave so irrationally. However, the
examples are not persuasive enough, but
the idea is still enclosed.

The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis is
being studied from different angles. The
strong point on language determinism
raises doubts most of the time when
people first face it and the possibility to
find evidence for it is also challengeable
to the same extend. What makes it so
difficult to reason the hypothesis is that
‘assuming that countless grammatical
differences of languages, big and small,
could all be reflected in large-scale view
of the world" (Catford 1969: 314).
Despite the existing scepticism on this
part of the hypothesis, there are still

some persuasive research studies in
favour of linguistic relativity.

Several of the research studies
were conducted with the help of colour
identification among speakers of
different languages: for instance
English language speakers can easily
discriminate colours like ‘green’ and
‘blue’, while users of languages like
Tarahumara where there is only one
word for these colours find it difficult to
identify the difference with the help of
language. According to the Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis English  speakers are
supposed to be able to see the
differences in colours just because their
language tells them so. In addition,
other participants of the experiment
simply should not be capable of
thinking the same way because their
vocabulary range does not identify
colours. This study included another
experiment ‘designated to block the
hypothesized mechanism’ (Kay and
Kempton 1984: 65) which goes against
the evidence of hypothesis. They added
one more colour between ‘green’ and
‘blue’, and asked participants to
compare greenness and blueness of it
and identify if it is closer to ‘green’ or to
‘blue’ (Kay and Kempton 1984: 73).
This task does not involve naming the
colours, and speakers of both languages
were able to give common answers
despite the alleged difference in
thinking that should be in place
according to the  Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis. It seems to be an example
of that language; in this case,
vocabulary can confuse some thoughts
even if they are similar among users of
different languages.

It seems like the name of the
hypothesis speaks for itself. The word



‘hypothesis’ by itself is telling us that it
Is not a fact, but just a presupposition
(Joos 1957: 96 cited in Hill and
Mannheim 1992). Due to technological
development, researchers are now able
to see how language can be involved in
human thinking process. Analogous to
the mentioned above research was
conducted regarding colour
identification, and only this time with
the help of the electrophysiological
studies that can show us what is
happening in people’s brains. As a result
of conducted tests, it was confirmed that
identification of the colours were verbal
based, because the tasks which required
verbal resources involved stimulation in
parts of the brain which are responsible
for the language use (Regier and Kay
2009). They also involved children to
participate, as well as those who were
just learning language as representatives
of ‘non-linguistic creatures’ (Bermudez
2003). Even though infants and children
are not necessarily a reliable source of
information, Regier and Kay (20009:
442) concluded the following: 'since the
language is learned, it becomes a
decisive factor in the process of our
thoughts’. It actually concerned only the
matter of learning native or first
language by children, nevertheless this
conclusion seems not to be applying to
those who are learning their second or
third languages. It is not clear if people
speaking several languages may have
larger range of worldview or if their
thoughts should switch depending on
which language, they are speaking.

Existing skepticism
The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis is
considered controversial, and it has its
point. It was very popular in 1950s to try

to repeat and doubt Sapir’s and Whorf’s
reasoning, which seems to be pretty
much successful (Schultz 1990: 3-19
cited in Hill and Mannheim 1992).
People who questioned this hypothesis
to be true almost discredited it at that
time. They supported ideas of people
like Noam Chomsky who claimed that
the 'human language is nothing more
than completely evolved system of
animal language' (Chomsky 1965 cited
in Catford 1969: 310) which seems to be
saying that language is nothing,
meaningless without ideas in our mind
which  may be considered as
underestimation of language power.

If thoughts keep proving itself as
independent from language, it is
reasonable to consider human thinking
without language. Bermudez (2003)
seems to have clear image of it: the idea
of ‘thoughts’ and ‘thinking about
thoughts® shows an idea that the first
one is possible without involvement of
a language among so called ‘non-
linguistic creatures’ for example like
infants. Another one, ‘thinking about
thoughts’, requires language to be
possible, with the help of which the flow
of thoughts can be organized. It can be
concluded that whatever form thoughts
have, in order to be delivered they need
to be confined by the rules of particular
language. It brings us back to the Sapir-
Whorf Hypothesis, because according
to Bermudez (2003) thoughts without
language are limited. Thus, it can be
assumed that even if language does not
necessarily determine thoughts, it
definitely contribute to enlargement or
restraint of its scope.

Once again, it comes to us that
there is more power encapsulated in
language than it may seem to have. And



it is no wonder, that ‘the idea of the
Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis captured the
imagination ~ of  generation  of
anthropologists, psychologists,
linguists, as well as members of general
public’ for almost a century now
(Gumperz and Levinson 1991, 614).
And probably this kind of interest in the
idea should hold further attention on this
hypothesis.

In conclusion, it can be seen that
language has some power over thoughts
of people. By answering a question
‘how powerful the power is’, this paper
is definitely connected to the theme of a
conference — ‘Power’. By means of the
Sapir and Whorf Hypothesis, it was
shown how the idea of language power
over thoughts might be understood.
However, because of the existing
skepticism regarding this hypothesis it
is hard to convince that language can
determine thoughts. Majority of the
studies have a capacity to go against the
evidence of the hypothesis, it puts
language in weaker position than it
could hold. After the analysis of
sources, it also appears that thoughts can
actually be independent from language.
Yet, it is hard to identify what the
thinking exactly is, since language and
thoughts are used to be considered and
even studied together, just because
language is assumed means of
expressing thoughts.

The idea of the Sapir and Whorf
Hypothesis might be useful for people
who intend to learn other languages,
because there is more than just language
knowledge. Some university programs
for instance like Translation Studies
actually have some introduction into
this hypothesis. It is already used as a
part of knowledge that learning

languages requires different approaches
in thinking and in communication with
people with different background.

Despite the limited scope of this
paper to just general concept of
language, it should actually be
considered together with notions like
meaning and culture. These are exactly
what can be a reason of language having
such influence on thoughts, which needs
further investigation in future papers.
Despite that, | hope this paper includes
fair amount of information to seed an
idea about what kind a power language
can have over thoughts.
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A3bIK OITPEJAEJIAET MbBICJIN

Hypaaunosa T.M.
MarucTp, npenogasarensb KasYMOuMS um. AObunail xana

Myxamenusp C.K.
Maructp, npenogaatesnb KasYMOuMS um. AGbuiaii xaHa

AHHoTanus: B3aumoneiicTBue Mexay S3bIKOM M MBICISIMH BbI3bIBACT JIIOOOMBITCTBO B
pa3TUYHBIX 007acTsIX HayKH. SI3BIK M MBICITH, KaK MPAaBHIIO, PACCMATPUBAIOTCS BMECTE, TIOTOMY
YTO OHHM M3YYAIOTCS C MOMOIIBIO JAPYroro. JTa CTaThs OCHOBaHa Ha rumoteze Cammpa-Yopda,
KOTOpasi MPEI0IaraeT, 4To A3bIK BIMSIET Ha TO, KaK JIIOAU AyMatoT. Lenb cTaTbu COCTOUT B TOM,
YTOOBI 3aJI0)KUTh MJICI0 O BJIACTH SI3bIKA HaJ MBICISIMU. JlaHHbIE OPHEHTUPOBAHBI HA S3BIK Kak
onpeAensonni (akTop 4eT0BeUeCKOro MbIuieHus. OIHAKO Ta UJIesl CTAIKUBAETCS C OOJIBIITUM
CKENTHUIM3MOM, O KOTOPOM TaK»e€ FOBOPUTCS B 3TOM cTaThe. AHAIN3 UCTOYHUKOB TAKXKE IMOKA3aJl,
YTO MBICIH JEHCTBUTENHHO CYIIECTBYIOT KaK HE3aBUCHUMBIA areHT, HA OCHOBAHHMM YEro, ObLI
cZieNiaH BBIBOJI, YTO, MBICTIH HE 0053aTENIbHO OMPEAEIISIOTCS SI3bIKOM, OJTHAKO B KAKOH-TO CTETIEHU
SI3BIK BCE €IIIE YUACTBYET B MPOIlecce MBIIUICHUs. Takke YIOMHHAETCS, YTO 3Ta U1 MOXKET OBITh
MOJIE3HA JTIOSIM KaK 4acTh MOHUMAaHMsI 3HAHUM O SI3bIKaX.

KiawueBble ciaoBa: 36k M Mblcnad, rumnorese Camupa-Yopda, rumotusa
JIMHTBUCTUYECKON OTHOCUTEIBHOCTH



TLJI OMJIbI TOJBIKTBHIPAIBI

Hypaaunosa T.M.
MarucTp
AObutaii xaH ateiHaarel Kazak Xansikapansik Kateinacrap skone OneM Tinaep YHUBEpCHUTETI

Myxamenusp C.K.
MarucTp
AOburaii xaH ateiHaarel Kazak Xansikapansik Kateinacrap sxone OneM Tinaep YHUBEpCHUTETI

Annarna: Tim MeH OWIBIH apachlHIarbl OaillaHbIC FBHUIBIMHBIH TYPJIl cajlajJapbiHIa
KBI3BIFYIIBUTBIK TyAbIpanbl. Tim MeH oil omerTe Oipre KapacTwIpblga, ce0ebi ekeyige KaTtap
seprreneai. Ockl Makana TULMIH alaM OWbIHA oCep €TeMdl JEeTeH TYKbIPhIMJIaMaHbl YCHIHATHIH
Cenup-Yopd 6omxampiHa Herizaeneni. Ockl MaKadaHbIH MaKCcaThl TUIIH OWFa ocep €TETiH KYII
Oap JereH oWl KapacThIPy JKOHE ajaM OMBIH aHBIKTAYIIbI (haKTOp - TUT AETEeH TY KBIPhIMIaMaHbI
anpikTay. COHBIMEH KaTap, OChl MakKajga aTalfaH TYKbIPhIMFA OailIaHBICTBl CKETTHKAIBIK
Ke3KapacTap bl Ja Kapacteipaabl. CapanTaMaHblH HOTHIKECIHIE OWIBIH TUIICH TOYENCI3 OpeKeT
€Ty MYMKIH/IT1 aHbIKTaabl. KOpBITBIHIBIFA ColiKec, TUI MIHACTTI TYpAe OiFa acep eryuri (akrop
peTiHIe 3 pOJiH pacTamMaraHbIMEH Je, TUT ol JIe oWjay yaepicine Oenrum Oip neHreiae
KaThICATHIHBI PACTAJIIbI.

Tyiiinai ce3nep: Tin meH o, Cenup-Yopd Oomkambl
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