Linguistic
relativity:
myth or
reality?
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LEVEL
Intermediate




Can read and understand
the main points in a text

about linguistic relativity.

Can express my opinion on
how languages affect
perception.
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What shapes your worldview?
Is it your culture? Age? Gender?

Linguists would argue that it is your
language that determines how you see
and think about the world.

What do you think?
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Vocabulary review slide

relativity
linguistic :
semantics
category
determines cognition
abstract sensory

linguistic
ability
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Vocabulary review slide

influence

perceive hypothesis

conceptualise observation
human
cognition and
behaviour

perception

primitive
language
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Sentences

The researchers developed a hypothesis
after their observations of chimpanzees:
they believed they were communicating.

By watching the chimpanzees, they
perceived that they had a type of primitive
language that used squeaks and shouts.

_ -

i | think that modern culture influences our
" values a lot, but that everyone determines
W/ their own life: you always have a choice!

We were having a semantic argument
about the meaning of the word ‘elegant’. ¥
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Sentences

Even if you have different linguistic
abilities, you can share sensory
experiences, like enjoying a sunset.
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That theory of linguistic relativity is too &
abstract. | don’t understand. If someone
explained with an example, it would be easier ‘

v

to conceptualise.

Human cognition and behaviour has
fascinated scientists for years: how do we
think? Why do we do the things we do?

My perception of France was shaped by ‘!
films | saw about Paris, rather than real .
experience.
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Does language influence you?

Would you see the world differently if you had a different mother
tongue? Could you tap into unknown brilliance if you had grown up
speaking Chinese, or Kiswahili, or Hindi? The idea of linguistic
relativity holds that to some extent, our languages shape our
perception and cognition, our processes for thinking and learning.

However, the question of to what extent languages influence us is up
for debate.
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Forming a hypothesis

Linguistic relativity was formalised by thinkers
Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf. Their
ideas form the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. A
hypothesis is an idea or theory that is not yet
proven, but leads to further research or
exploration. Among scholars—and ordinary
language speakers—there are varying opinions
of language relativism.
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Determining versus influencing

The theory of strong relativity suggests that
our language determines how we see the
world and how we think. Those who believe
in weak language relativity believe that
language has less of an impact, influencing us
rather than determining how we think,
speak, and believe. Linguistic relativity theory
can be applied to both primitive as well as
living languages.
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Opposites attract

Strong relativity Weak relativity

Language influences

Primitive languages

Hypothesis Fact

The text brings up several opposing ideas.

Fill in the blanks with the opposing word or idea from text that
matches best. Next, compare and contrast each pair.
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How does language influence you?

To what extent does the
language you speak
shape your worldview?

www.lingoda.com


http://www.lingoda.com/

Brainstorm

What factors shape the way you think and see the world?

Language
My

perceptions
of the world

culture
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Hygge boogie

As with many academic concepts, this might feel abstract. A few
examples might conceptualise the topic more clearly. If a word does
not exist in my language, does that word truly exist for me? The Danish
people have been getting a lot of buzz for their word hygge lately.
What is hygge? Well...that's hard to say! There’s no perfect English
translation, but it is the idea of cosiness and intimacy.

Hygge is a lifestyle and a set of values. Hygge is about creating cosy
environments, spending meaningful time with friends in the comfort
of your home, and doing things that make you feel safe and warm.
Imagine a cold winter night spent indoors with your family: you're
drinking hot chocolate, doing a puzzle, and there are candles lit
everywhere.
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Does language shape our perception?

Does having a word for this kind of cosy night
help Danes tolerate long dark winters better? An
observation of Danish culture might suggest
that it does. The Danes buy lots of candles and
are consistently ranked as some of the happiest
people in the world.
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Left and right, north and south

The influence of language extends beyond
single vocabulary words. Linguists study the
structure and formation of whole languages
to understand their impact on human
cognition and behaviour. Languages like
Yimithirr and Kook Thaayorre lack words for
right and left, so their speakers orient
themselves with cardinal directions.
Consequently, Yimithirr and Kook Thaayorre
speakers tend to be more geographically
aware! In this case, language determines
how these people see the world.
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Vocabulary check

Fill in the gap with the word that fits best

Abstract conceptualise observation cognition influence

1. Linguists spent time watching speakers of a rare
language interact. After this period of
they developed a hypothesis.

2. | find theories a bit too , SO it helps me to
have a few concrete examples.

3. is related to how we think and process
information.

4.  Factors that shape our lives are said to
us.

5. Youcan languages as a tree: imagine

primitive languages as the trunk and modern day
languages as the branches. Individual words are the
leaves.
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How is your language seen?

Are speakers of Romance languages extra romantic?
Are German speakers very orderly, like their language?
People perceive languages and their speakers in different ways.
Reflect on the following questions about your own mother tongue.
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Hygge time

Hygge is a Danish word explored in the text.
Reflect on the concept and answer the following questions.

Explain the concept of Hygge.

Describe your idea of the perfect hygge evening.

How does the idea of hygge influence Danish life?

Is there a similar concept in your mother tongue?

Describe it.
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Unique concepts

Beloware just a few words
and phrases English has
borrowed from other
languages. What is a word
or phrase in your mother
tongue that, like Hygge,
represents a unique
concept?

Joie de Vivre Schadenfreude H)/gge
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| will? | do!

Strong future and weak future languages are linguistic categories
that describe the role of the future tense. A strong future language is
one in which the future tense is used more regularly. In English we tend
to say I will about anything that will happen in the future, whether later
today or three years away. By contrast, languages like German and
Finnish are considered weak future languages. Speakers may use the
present simple to express plans for tomorrow, which is a no-go in
English. Researchers found that speakers of strong future tongues,
especially English, were less likely to engage in good future planning
behaviours, like saving, doing sport, or quitting smoking. Meanwhile
Finnish, Estonian, and German speakers cleverly saved money and got
fit at the gym.
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Change your words, change your life?

Why? Researchers hypothesise that to a speaker
of English, saying | will quit smoking tomorrow is
still kind of indefinite. It puts off their good
decision to the more abstract future. A German
who uses the present tense to describe their
plans to save money may perceive these
decisions as already made. Theorists of
semantics, the study of the meaning of words
and phrases, encourage people to examine their
own language use and consider its impact on
their life. Perhaps Americans should practise
saying | save money or | quit smoking to be more
aware of their goals.
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Bridging language and culture divides

Even if you don't speak Danish you can still
enjoy and understand the sensory pleasure
of a snuggly winter evening. And even
Estonians and Germans can be less than
perfect at saving money! Building your
linguistic ability is a way to bridge gaps
between cultures and indeed, see the world
in a different way.
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Identify if the statements below are true or false, and correct
any statements that are false

a strong future
language uses the
future tense rarely

German and
Finnish are
considered weak
future languages

speakers of
languages with
strong futures

tend to save

money well

Semantics is the
study of cultural
behaviour

a sensory
experience cannot
be understood by

Semantic theorists
believe that the

way we use K £
language impacts >PEaKers o
: different
our lives
languages
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Strong and weak linguistic relativity

Using hygge, weak and strong futures, Yimithirr, and other examples
argue in favour or against the idea of strong linguistic relativity.

Does language shape culture? Or is it a set of other factors?

Language forms us! Now wait a minute!

Student B: you're not so
convinced of linguistic
relativity. At best, language
influences us, but it is really
other social and economic
factors that determine how we
think and see the world.

Student A: you believe in
strong linguistic relativity.
Language determines how we
think and see the world.
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Bridging language and cultural gaps

Do you think you can adopt another worldview or way of thinking by
mastering another language? Reflect on the quote below.

Even if you don't speak Danish you can
still enjoy and understand the sensory
pleasure of a snuggly winter evening.
Building your linguistic ability is a way to P b

bridge gaps between cultures and indeed %
see the world in a different way.
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Reflect on the goals

Go back to the second slide of the lesson and check
if you have achieved all the goals of the lesson.
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Reflect on this lesson

Think about everything you have seen in this lesson.
What were the most difficult activities or words? The easiest?
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Multiple choice

1. Linguistic relativity is a theory that can be applied to and modern
languages.

a. primitive b. imaginary c. living d. Fictional

2. Strong linguistic relativity suggests that language our worldview.

a. hypothesises b. determines c. influences d. researches

3. You can language relativity by looking at words and concepts that

exist in only one language.

a. sense b. determine c. influence d. conceptualise

4. The study of how people think and act is called

b. linguistic c. human cognition d. primitive

a. human cognition relativity and behaviour language
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Unscramble

Unscramble these words to form a sentence about languages.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the statement?

we

languages

how ﬂﬂnkandfed
influence

Other factors More than
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Homework answer key
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About this material

This material is provided by /

lingoda

lingoda \Who are we?

(& Why learn English online?

8%% What kinds of English classes do we offer?
@ Who are our English teachers?

How do our English certificates work?

We also have a language blog!
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