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Many people object to sexist and racist languag#dypbecause they assume that language not
only reflects, but somehow affects attitudes. A-tmene relationship between language and thought
seems obvious to those who never question it,Hautsisue of whether language influences thought and
behavior has been a matter of debate in philosepby before Berkeley and Wittgenstein. Literary
critics, particularly those who call themselvesatestructionists, are still debating to what extent
language constructs reality.

Linguists and anthropologists refer to the clanattanguage influences thoughts as the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis or the linguistic relativity hypesis. The anthropologist Edward Sapir and hisestud
Benjamin Whorf proposed that different languagewigie their speakers with habitual grooves of
expression which predispose them to perceive andmder reality in particular ways. Some linguists,
such as Fodor, Bever and Garrett (1974) and Scanart! Foss (1977), claim that the results of egidi
designed to test the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis hasgrdved it. If they are correct, then feminists are
wasting their time attempting to reform the languag

The strong version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothetis,claim that a speaker's language imposes a
particular perception of reality and prevents athbas certainly been disproved, particularly wéspect
to concrete aspects of reality. In the past thigsrs there has been extensive experimentatiort abau
speakers of different languages perceive and remeadbors, partly because there is a disparityén t
complexity of color systems in different langua@@erlin and Kay, 1969), and partly because peroepti
of colors and color memory is relatively easy tst tabjectively.

The weaker version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothdsisyever, suggests that the language an
individual speaks facilitates particular ways ahiting and perceiving, but does not absolutely juee
all others. Ironically, part of the problem maythe negative connotations of the term weak version,
term which suggests a less important version. Bazthis term can be interpreted as pejorativell | wi
relabel it the moderate version of the Sapir-Winygothesis. Unlike the "extreme" strong versioniclth
is no longer as issue, the moderate version isa@tgrpby empirical evidence, and is still seriously
debated.

Evidence that language affects though is notdliffito find. In a study about the effect of
language on ability to reproduce simple figuresn@ehael, Hogan and Walter (1932) established that,
many cases, a verbal label substantially affecisalimemory. For example, subjects' reproductiéns o
stimuli such as those in Figure 1 were sometimiisenced by words presented before the presentation
of pictures.
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Reproduced Word  Stimulus Figure Word  Reproduced
igure igure

C

Crescent Letter “C”
Moon
Gun ' Broom
—— Figure 1 )

One of the authors' conclusions was, (p. 85) 'lthatany cases the recall of a visually perceivethfis
altered by the fact that a particular word is saithediately before the visual presentation of threnf"

In another study investigating the cognitive depetent of children from different cultures and
languages, Greenberg and Bruner (1971) ran a s#reegeriments with monolingual Wolof speakers,
monolingual French speakers and bilingual WolofiErespeakers. In one of the experiments, pictures i
sets of three were presented to children of diffeagies. In each set, two pictures were similaoior,
two in form, and two in function. For example, @&t of pictures contained a yellow banana, a round
yellow clock, and an orange. If the children wergtoup by color, they would group the banana aed t
clock, if by function, the orange and the banand,iaby shape, the clock and the orange, as ifitesd in
Figure 2.

,’C“OW orange

Figure 2

Like most West African languages, Wolof makes rsiidctions between certain colors such as orange
and yellow. Nevertheless, monolingual Wolof speskeere unable to use anything but color to make the
groupings, a result the experimenters hadn't gatied.

Even more interesting and unexpected was thelatioe Greenfield and Bruner found between
the linguistic coding of abstractions and otherehedrs. Unlike French, Wolof has no general abstrac
words for either color or shape. In French, asnglih, one many think of a color as a concretébaiie
such as yellow or as its more abstract superomlicator. Similar levels of abstraction are alse tfor
shape (round, not round) and function (to eateliditne). Speakers who used abstract words such as
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shape to explain their groupings of the picturesewsually able to supply more than one kind of
attribute, if pressed. Other speakers who explatheid choices more concretely with a word such as
yellow or round were apparently operating at a loleeel of the hierarchy and were less likely toda
access to other possible groupings.

This strong correlation between ability to usetists language and the ability to think of
alternative behaviors was one relationship thearebers discovered between language and behavior.
Monolingual French children who used "top-of-therarchy" labels such as couleur were almost certain
to vary the basis for grouping at least once. Bilial Wolof children who used an abstract Frencimter
were twice as likely to provide a second groupisgi®se who used a concrete term such as jaune in
either French or Wolof, or who simply pointed te gmswers. Greenfield and Bruner claim (p.65): In a
way quite different from that envisaged by Whor& seem to have found an important correspondence
between linguistic and conceptual structure. Bretlates not to words in isolation but to their ttheqf
hierarchical imbedding both in the language anithaqught. This correspondence has to do with the
presence or absence of higher-order words thabearsed to integrate different domains of words and
objects into structures.

Other evidence supporting the moderate versigheoSapir-Whorf hypothesis has come from
feminist scholars. Experimenters interested inlagg and gender have done a number of studiegon th
interpretation of so-called generic pronouns. Ssideviewed in Martyna (1983) and MacKay (1983)
have already established that he and man refeopriedtely to men. Other studies, such as Bem and
Bem (1973), have established the relationship batveioice of pronoun and behavior, in this case,
responses to job advertisements.

A study by Khosroshahi (1989) establishes a watatiip between the use of pronouns and
thought. After having been informed that they weaeticipating in a study about mental imageryraie
in the comprehension of abstract sentences, aneldtsonship to an ability to hold digits in memipa
group of subjects were asked to read paragraptehwibincluded in sentences such as "An unhappy
person could still have a smile on his face" or ‘thatnappy person could still have a smile on hisesr
face." After reading the paragraph, subjects weke@to sketch and name the humans in the paragraph
Based on the sketches and the names, Khosroshalaibhato determine whether subjects had imagined
the human to be male, female or neuter.

Students in these experiments were placed intogicups based on their own use of
"traditional" or "reformed" pronouns in their congitions and term papers. Of the 55 students, 25 had
previously used "reformed" pronouns such as "h&hel or "s/he" at least once on some compaositibn; o
these 25, 13 were women and 12 were men. Thetitaal" group of 30 men and women never used
these reformed pronouns in their compositions.

Not surprisingly, for all subjects, the fewest aenof female images were produced when the
pronoun he was used, and the most when he or shased, as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3 Reformed and traditional language difiees between men and women

Pronoun Female Male Generic

He 0.374 1.331 0.295
He or she 0.683 1.075 0.243
They 0.518 1.266 0.216

Khosroshahi also found differences in the imageslyeed by the four different groups - reformed men,
reformed women, traditional men, and traditionahvem - as shown in the statistics in Figure 4, which
are interpreted pictorially in Figure 5.
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Figure 4.
Sex Language Female Male Generic
Women Reformed 1.000 0.718 0.282
(n=13)
Traditional 0.689 1.022 0.289
(n=15)
Men Reformed 0.167 1.556 0.278
(n=12)
Traditional 0.244 1.600 0.156
(n=15)
FIGURE 5
Reformed language 'l'l'ldilic.m.al- l#r;guage
fiteing UL
Women
i "
Men ................ ' - R . l - I ' ' . ' - ' - I - , - l . ' . ' ‘ l ‘ l . ' ‘ ' ‘
— Figure §

Regardless of whether the paragraph used he, stog,dhe, or they, all of the groups proved to be
androcentric except for the group of women who ftedormed their language. In other words, regardless
of the pronoun used, any reference to a human ledisgnterpreted as male unless otherwise spdbjfica
noted in the paragraph. As Khosroshahi notesagigienguins and chickens are on the fringes of the
category BIRD, women seem to be marginal membetisscoPERSON category. The title of the article
correctly notes that "penguins don't care, but wooha"

As Khosroshahi (1989), Bem and Bem (1973), Mari{r#83), and MacKay (1983) demonstrate,
all men and traditional-language women still temdhterpret the pronoun he as psychologically non-
generic; generic nouns and pronouns evoke overwhglyrmale images. Only for reformed-language
women has a difference been found.

Khosroshahi's data demonstrate that differenceEmguage, in this case using or not using
reformed language, relates to differences in thoudbwever, as indicated in Figures 4 and 5, and
changed relationship between language and behawids only for some women and not for most men.
Khosroshahi concludes that the degree to whichlaeguage is associated with new image depends in
part on the depth of the underlying change ofuatét She suggests that the reformed pronoun u$age o
many of the men might have been a fairly supeltfdi@nge, operative only at the level of a delibera
and public task such as writing a term paper. Boh & task, the motivation for men to use reformed
pronouns might be related to a concern about tipedssion such pronouns might make on a female
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professor. She suggests that reformed pronoun wsatiee part of women may signal a much more
significant change of attitude.

The studies by Carmichael, Hogan and Walter (1938enberg and Bruner (1971) and
Khosroshahi (1989) fall short of proving the modengersion of Sapir-Whorf, but they certainly show
that the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis has not been digatoThe differences in the strong and moderate
versions are not contradictions. Afghans, whosguage, Dari, has a single word chawki for both benc
and chair, are unlikely to confuse the two. Howelaarking a term for sexual harassment of feminist,
these same Afghans would probably find these cdaddfficult to translate, partly because theraads
Dari equivalent, and partly because of differertural assumptions.

Feminist scholars are sometimes accused of havpdlitical agenda, often by those who believe
strongly in objective knowledge. These "objectiisire sometimes those who question the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis. In an introductory textbook in psychgliistics, Fodor, Bever and Garrett (1974:384-388)
review some of the experimental literature relatmg¢he Sapir-Whorf hypothesis and conclude thiag
been disproved. However, they cite only evidencaresg the strong version, as if this evidence also
shows that the moderate version is incorrect. Tdueelude their review of the literature with a raleg
statement: If, in short, Whorf's hypothesis weue tit would pose a serious objection to the entire
conceptual framework we have assumed in statingeghtence-production problem. The best current
evidence suggests, however, that Whorf's hypotlegiobably not true.

Perhaps because the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis peegastilems for the theory they argue for, they
consider only the evidence against the strong eersind fail to mention evidence supporting the
moderate version.

Unfortunately, there are others who accept thmiictusions. For example, in "Thought, Sex, and
Language: the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis in the Ameri¢éomen's Movement," Schneider and Foss
(1977), citing the authority of Fodor, Bever, andrfett, also conclude that the entire issue oSyeir-
Whorf hypothesis has been settled, with no refexéad¢he moderate version. They contend that festsini
who worry about sexist language are misguided aoddte little more than a "morale booster." They
repeat Robin Lakoff's (1978: 73) earlier argumémiguistic imbalances . . . are clues that somerexs
situation needs changing rather than items thashoald seek to change directly. A competent doctor
tries to eliminate the germs that cause measlédsrthan trying to bleach the red out with perexid

Schneider and Foss believe (p. 3) that "by adbearthe Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, feminists
inadvertently have helped to perpetuate and diffuseutdated, oversimplified and basically inactaura
view of the relationship between thought and laggua

Like Schneider and Foss, critics in the populadimsuch as Stefan Kanfer (1972) accuse
feminists of a "touching, almost mystical trustninrds.” They point to "objective" evidence that
language and thought are not related, choosinggmnly that evidence which discredits the strong
version.

Not all linguists discount the Sapir-Whorf hypatleeas readily as Fodor, Bever, and Garrett.
Lakoff and Johnson (1980) argue that human thopigitesses depend a great deal on language-based
metaphors. They explicitly acknowledge their clamsselevant to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, anoircla
(p-10) that metaphors "structure how we perceiog; tve think, and what we do." They contend that
perceiving some aspect of reality (such as argumgdrms of a metaphor (such as fighting a warjise
to encourage people to concentrate on some asgfemtperience (such as winning) and ignore others
(such as cooperating).

In Women, Fire and Dangerous Things, George Lal{®87:xvii) further challenges objectivist
views that language merely reflects reality as arémmirror of nature or a processor of symbols..."
Among other things, Lakoff argues that the catezgowe choose have a great deal of influence on our
understanding of the world. He claims (p.9) "Torgimthe concept of category itself is to change our
understanding of the world. At stake is our underding of everything from what a biological species
is... to what a word is..." Drawing heavily uponngkr Rosch's work in prototypes and categorization,
Lakoff's work on metaphor offers a serious chalet@objectivists who would dismiss the influenée o
language on thought and behavior.
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Despite the evidence of Carmichael, Hogan andet@l932), Greenfield and Bruner (1971),
Martyna (1983), MacKay (1983), Khosroshahi ((198%koff and Johnson (1980), George Lakoff
(1987) and others, most scholars probably stikéaghat the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis remains judt tha
hypothesis. Those who claim it that this hypothesisn disproved generally cite only evidence agains
the strong version and ignore the considerableegniel supporting a moderate version. Indeed, because
of the work of Lakoff and Johnson on conceptuateys, particularly Lakoff (1987, Chapter 18), we
now understand that there are many different tgbeslativism, but most of them are still relatiyel
unexplored. Therefore, until more has been leaatedit the relationship between language and thought
women and other marginalized groups will do welp&y attention to language and how it is used.

Notes
Figure 1 is based on Chart Il, Carmichael, Hogah\&falter (1932:80). Khosroshahi (1989).
Reproduced with permission of Cambridge UniverBitgss.

Figure 5 from Khosroshahi (1989: 514 and 518). Bépced with permission of Cambridge University
Press.
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