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Does ‘language’ form our ‘thought’?
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Abstract. As early as 1799, Humboldt initiated to wonder the gravity of ‘language’. Indeed,
there exists much diversity in linguistic forms in human societies and, translation is necessary in
order to share literary works, among different language users. During the process of translating
culturally-colored discourse, some important features of a given society may well be revealed. As
an empirical example, a script of rakugo, which is the traditional Japanese performance art of telling
comic stories, is used as the data for analysis because rakugo can be regarded as a genre of natural,
spoken Japanese discourse. In fact, Katz (as cited in Wardy, 2006) suggests that linguistic relativity
threatens universal inter-translatability. In this study, focusing on zero personal pronouns, the
notion of linguistic relativity is examined, related to the Japanese sense of self and the Japanese
worldview that includes seken (life-world). This seems to reveal linguistic relativity (e.g., Humboldt
1999; Sapir 1921/2004) that different perspectives on reality often manifest themselves as specific
features of language use in speech communities, as some empirical studies have been conducted,
starting with Humboldt’s original research (1999) on the Kawi language.

Keywords: linguistic relativity, zero personal pronouns, low-context society, high-context
society, seken (life-world), Japanese sense of self

Manyoxka Piexo. Un popmye MmoBa Hamry xymKy?

Anoranis. e B 1799 poui ['ymO0onbAT 341BYBaB CBIT €10 «TSKIHHS MOBU». ICHye Benuke
pO3MaITTsI MOBHHX (DOPM B JIFOJICBKOMY CYCHIJIBCTBI, TOMY JAJIsi TOTO, abU MpO JITEpaTypHI TBOPH
ONIHIET KYNbTYpU MOTJM [I3HATUCS NPEICTABHUKHU 1HIIOI KYIBTYpHOI CHIUIBHOCTI, MNOTpiOeH
nepexan. [lig gac mepeknaay KyJIbTypHO-MapKOBAHOTO JUCKYPCY PO3KPHUBAOTHCS JIESKI BaXKIUBI
0COOJIMBOCTI MEBHOTO CYCHIIbCTBA. MaTepiaaoM Ui JOCTIIKEHHSI BUKOPUCTAHO CLEHApid paKyro
— SIMOHCHKOTO JITEPATypHOTO ¥ TeaTpaJbHOTO JKaHPY, IO TPEICTABISE MUCTEITBO BUKOHAHHS
TYMOPHCTUYHHX OIOBiAaHb. Pakyro MOXHa pO3rIsSAaTd sSK JKaHpP MPUPOJHOTO, PO3MOBHOTO
AMOHChKOro auckypcey. Jlk. Kai mpumyckae, 110 iCHyBaHHS JIHIBICTUYHOI BIJHOCHOCTI CTa€ Ha
3aBajJii BceOIYHOMY YyHiBepcallizMy HepekiagHocTi. lLle nociifkeHHS 30cepeakye yBary Ha
HYJIbOBHUX 0COOOBHX 3aiMEHHMKAX, MPU I[bOMY PO3KPHUBAETHCS MOHATTS JIHIBICTUYHOI BIIHOCHOCTI
B KOHTEKCTI SIMOHCHKOI'O CAMOBIIYYTTS 1 CBITOIVIAY SITOHIIB, SIKEe BKJIOYae B cebe MOHATTA seken
(xuTTeBM CBiT). JIIHIBiCTHYHA BiTHOCHICTB, B po3yMiHHI ['ymOonbara, Cenipa pajiiie BUSBISETHCS
B PO3MAiTTi TOYOK 30pYy, OCOOJIMBOCTSIX BHUKOPHCTAHHS MOBHM B MOBJIEHHI KOHKPETHHMX CIUIBHOT.
[IpuknanomM npOMY MOXKYTh CIYTyBaTH JA€dKl €MIIIPUYHI JIOCHIIKEHHs, TOYMHAIOYHM 3 OpUTiHANb-
HUX Jfociipkenb ['ym6oasaTom MoBu Kasgi.

Knrouoei cnoea: nincgicmuuna 6iOHOCHICMb, HYIb08I 0C0006i 3AUMEHHUKU, HU3LKO-
KOHMEKCMYaibHa KYJIbmypa, GUCOKOKOHMEKCMYanbHa Kyabmypa, SeKen, cnpuiinamms ceo2o «si»
ANOHYEM.

Manyoka Puexo. @opMupyer JiM A3bIK HALLY MBICJIb ?

AnHotauusa. Eme B 1799 romy ['ymMOOonbAT yAMBUII MHp TONBITKOM 3aaymMarbCcs HaJ
NPUTSHKEHHEM  «i3blkay. CyliecTByeT OOJbIIoe pa3sHOOOpa3ue S3bIKOBBIX ()OPM B YEIOBEYECKOM
00111eCTBe, MOITOMY ISl TOTO, YTOOBI O JIUTEPATYPHBIX MIPOU3BEICHUAX OAHON KYJIBTYPhl MOIJIM y3HATh
NPEJICTaBUTENIN  JPYroil KyJIbTypHOM OOLIHOCTHM HeoOXxomuMm IniepeBod. B mporecce mnepeBona
KYJIbTYPHO-MapKHUpPOBAaHHOTO JHMCKypCa PacKpbIBAIOTCS HEKOTOphIE Ba)KHbIE OCOOEHHOCTH JTAHHOTO
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obmiecTBa. B kauecTBe marepuana Uil MCCIEIOBaHUS MCIIOIb30BaH CIEHAPUN PAKYTO, SBISIOIIUIICS
SMOHCKUM JIMTEPATYpPHbIM M TeaTpajbHBIM KAaHPOM, MPEACTABISIONIUM HCKYCCTBO HCIIOTHEHUS
FOMOPUCTHYECKUX PACCKa30B. Pakyro MOKHO paccMaTpuBaTh Kak >KaHp €CTECTBEHHOTO, Pa3rOBOPHOTO
sroHckoro jauckypea. Jx. Kam mpeamomaraer, 4To CyIIECTBOBaHME JMHTBUCTHYECKOW OTHO-
CUTEJILHOCTH CTAHOBUTCS MPEMSTCTBUEM JIJIsl BCECTOPOHHETO YHHUBEPCAIM3Ma MepeBOAUMOCTH. [laHHoe
WCCIICZIOBAHUE COCPEOTOYMBACT BHUMAHUE HA HYJEBBIX JIMYHBIX MECTOMMEHHUSX, IMPU ITOM
PacKpbIBACTCS MOHATHE JIMHIBUCTUYECKON OTHOCUTEIBHOCTH B KOHTEKCTE SITTOHCKOTO CaMOOIIYIIEHUS
U MHUPOBO33pEHHS SIMOHIIEB, KOTOpPOE BKJIIOYAaeT B ce0s moHsATHE seken (OKU3HEHHBIA MHUD).
JIluHrBucTHYECKass OTHOCUTENBHOCTh B MOHMMaHuM ['ymOGonbara, Comupa ckopee NposBISETCS B
MHOT000pa3uM TOYEK 3pPEHUs, OCOOCHHOCTEH HCIIOIb30BaHUS S3bIKa B PEUM KOHKPETHBIX SI3BIKOBBIX
obmHocTel. [IpumepoM 3TOMy MOTYT HOCITY>KUTh HEKOTOPbIE SMIMPUYECKUE HCCIEeIOBAaHMS, HAaunHasI
C OpUTMHAJILHBIX HccnenoBanuil ['ym6onpaTom si3bika Kasu.

Kntouesvie cnosa: nuneeucmuueckas omuOCUMENbHOCMb, H)Jlegble JUUHble MeCmOUMEHUS,
HU3KOKOHMEKCMYAIbHAL KYIbMypd, 6blCOKOKOHMEKCMYaibHas Kyiomypa, Seken, eocnpusmue
€80€20 «s1» ANOHYEM.

Theoretical background

Linguistic Relativity

Based on Humboldt’s argument of internal speech and language that engenders
thought (e.g., Humbollt 1999), Sapir and Whorf established the hypothesis of linguistic
relativity (Lucy 1997). Although the linguistic relativity hypothesis (Sapir 1921/2004;
Whorf 1956) has failed to acquire sufficient support, as Davies (1998) has pointed out,
both theoretical (Slobin 1996, 2003; Lucy 1996) and empirical (Davies 1998; Ozgen
and Davies 2002; Wassmann and Dasen 1998; Boronditsky 2001; January and Kako
2007) research has been conducted in order to determine the degree to which linguistic
relativity may apply. As Pinker (1995/2007) has stated, the notion of language has
gained people’s attention, and the relationships between language, thought, culture, and
reality have been of great interest.

Wardy (2006) stated that cultural differences produce incommensurable
conceptual frameworks, because language affects how people perceive their reality
and language coerces thought. Lucy (1992) explicated that language is a reflection of
culture, citing Boas, the predecessor of Sapir, and argued for the psychic unity of
mankind and for a notion of distinct cultures. Boas’position is reflected in the
following three robust propositions: (1) languages classify experience, (2) different
languages classify experience differently, and (3) linguistic phenomena are
unconscious in character, apparently because of their highly automatic production.
Boas’essential view is that linguistic classifications reflect, but do not dictate thought.
Lucy (1997) also argued that language could be a dependent variable of thought.

On the other hand, Sapir (1921/2004) postulated that language, race, and culture
are not necessarily correlated, but there must be some relation between language and
cultureand between language and some intangible aspect of race, and that language
and our thoughts are inextricably interwoven. Sapir also argued that human beings do
not live alone in the objective world, nor do they live alone in the world of social
activity as it is ordinarily understood. Rather, they are very much at the mercy of the
particular language that has become the medium of expression for their society
(Spier, Hallowell, & Newman 1941). In fact, the «real worldy is to a large extent

139



East European Journal of Psycholinguistics. Issue 1, 2014

unconsciously built up on the language habits of the group. Sapir elaborates on
Boas’arguments and claims we anticipate or read experience in terms of language
categories which, by virtue of their abstraction and elaboration in the linguistic
process, no longer correspond to experience in a direct way. According to Handler
(1986), Sapir saw a dialectical interaction of creative personalities and cultural forms,
and of expression and tradition, and added that the human mind craves relationships.

Whorf (1956) extended Sapir’s ideas, based on the work he carried out with
American Indian languages. He suggests that the relationship between language and
culture is not simply based on predisposition but is a deterministic one. In his view,
the world is viewed differently by speakers of different languages because their
languages differ structurally (Wardhaugh 1986). In Whorf’s view, therefore,
language determines how we perceive and organize the world around us. Whorf
argued that language shapes culture and reflects the individual actions of people.
Therefore, language shapes a person’s view and influences thoughts. People who
speak different languages may perceive reality and think differently, because
categories and distinctions encoded in one language are not necessarily available in
another.

Boas, Sapir, and Whorf agree that language is classificatory, isolating, and
organizing elements of experience. Their theory posits that language determines the
way people perceive the world and think, something that is called linguistic
determinism. In the softer version, their theory has been interpreted as saying that
people who speak different languages perceive reality and think differently, because
categories and distinctions encoded in one language are not necessarily available in
another, which is so-called linguistic relativity. Indeed, this deterministic view of
language has been criticized; however, their theory reflects the nature of language
and explains the difficulties that translation work entails.

Bloomfield (1923), on the other hand, suggested that we should study people’s
habits of language—the way that people talk—without bothering about the mental
processes that we may conceive of as underlying or accompanying these habits.
Bloomfield adds that Sapir’s presentation deals with the actualities of language rather
than with any hypothetical, mental phenomena.

Empirical studies

Whorf (1956) argued that language manifests basic features that impact on human
thought. This is based on research into the Hopi language, for example, into how it
treats time. After long, careful study and analysis, the Hopi language is seen to
contain no words, grammatical forms, constructions, or expressions that refer directly
to what we call «time» , or to the «past» , «present» , or «future» , or to concepts of
being «enduring» or «lasting» . Therefore, Whorf argues, it would be difficult for a
Hopi and an English-speaking physicist to understand each other’s thinking about
time (Carroll, as cited in Spier, Hallowell & Newman, 1941).

As another example, a case study of conditionals by Wardy (2006) supports
Whorfian linguistic relativity. Wardy (2006) concluded that abstract thought which
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springs from hypothetical reasoning does not come easily to Chinese people because
of the lack of conditionals in the Chinese language.

A more recent study about conceptions of time by Boronditsky (2001) conducted
experiments to examine the differences between Mandarin and English speakers, with
results that supported linguistic relativity hypothesis. However, her research was
refuted by January and Kako’s (2007) study, which replicated Boroditsky’s
(2001)study. The discrepancy in their studies is due to the fact that Borodisky’s
participants were native speakers of English and Mandarin while January and Kako’s
were native speakers of English andbilingual speakers of Mandarin.

In the area of color recognition, Davies (1998) and Ozgen and Davies (2002)
conducted a cross-cultural investigation on language and color perception and found
that some differences exist in color perception associated with differences in
language. Earlier on, Lucy andShweder (1979) had presented Whorf’s contribution in
their study on color memory. These studies support linguistic relativity with some
universalism.

On the other hand, Lowie (1923) showed how the human mind has arrived at the
same form of expression in two historically unconnected regions, using the example of
some noteworthy parallels between Taklma and Greek regarding similar morphologies.
In the same way, Tatara and Yagihashi (2007) argued that human recognition of
physicality is universal and is beyond differences in language. Once it has been
represented in the form of language, cultural factors then start to intervene. It is,
therefore, effective to compare cultural constituents as well as linguistic homology
when analyzing humans. By the same token, Pinker (1995/2007) has taken a position
opposing the notion that language shapes our worldview; instead, our mind shapes and
constructs our language.

Rakugo study

High-Context vs. Low-Context

Hall (1976) dichotomized societies based on the notion of high-context and low-
context. As an example, in a high-context society, such as Japan, very little is said to
be coded in language messages because most of the information is believed to be
already known, whilst in a low-context society, such as the USA, many more things
may have to be explicitly expressed than would be the case in Japanese. If presuming
how much needs to be uttered is also regarded as a linguistic activity, this concept
can be interpreted as a part of a wider framework of linguistic relativity. Based on
this, the process of translating works between Japanese and English would require
adjustment.

Seken

Abe (2001) established the notion ofseken as a concept of life-world similar to
that postulated by Husserl. Abe (2001) warned that the notion of individuals in Japan
is clearly different from that in Western contexts, because individuals in Japan need
to be viewed in the framework of sekenand, indeed, such individuals cannot be
liberated from seken. His definition of sekenfocuses on the dynamism among the
members of a community, starting with family members, and he adds that each
individual has a different seken. He also explains that sekenis not produced, but is
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simply existent wherever you are. Furthermore, he elaborates that in modern societies
we are expected to live where time and space are quantitative, but in reality we
should be aware that our worlds are not so precisely quantitative, but are subjective.
Therefore, we need to admit the fact that we live in seken, which is a given.

Based on Abe (2001), Sato (2001/2007) elaborated the notion of seken using some
criminal cases in order to indicate how seriously and powerfully sekenhas been
regarded even in judicial matters. Furthering Abe’s account of seken, he labels
sekenas subjectivity in phenomenology. Sato (2001/2007) also explicated the gravity
of sekenfor Japanese people based on the fact that even morals and ethics are
constructed within the framework of seken. He suggests that the Japanese do not have
a sense of self without the notion of sekenbecause sekenis embedded within each
individual, which is different from the case of westerners. As a result, he warns that
the more individualistic Japanese try to become, the more oppressive they become.

Japanese Sense of Self

Lebra (2004) clarified how the Japanese construct their sense of self, using
opposition logic and contingency logic. Following opposition logic, in the process of
constructing a Western sense of self, subject and object are sharply differentiated
based on the principle of the subject-object dichotomy. Citing the Geertz definition of
the Western self, she explicates that the Western self is externally bounded in
opposition to the other or non-self world, and is internally integrated into a whole
with one’s own center. In contrast to opposition logic, Libra proposes contingency
logic, where the subject and object share the same space. In contingency logic, the
way of looking at the subject and object, or the self and other, there is no self without
the other, an operation that Lebra (2004) named» binding» . She further discusses the
nature of this contingency logic in constructing the sense of self among the Japanese,
as is revealed in their language where zero personal pronouns are ubiquitous.

Findings from Rakugo translation

In the original Japanese script, there are 28 cases (51.8 %) of zero first-person
pronouns and 26 cases (48.2 %) with explicit first-person pronouns, out of a total of
54 cases. This means that the first-person pronouns are omitted in more than half the
cases in the rakugo script. There are 32 cases altogether and 18 cases (56.3 %) have
zero second-person pronouns while 14 cases (43.7 %) have uttered second-person
pronouns. In contrast to the cases of the first-person pronouns, explicit second-person
pronouns are not acceptable in natural Japanese. In fact, there are different types of
pronouns in Japanese which correspond to the English «youy» ; however, the most
common pronoun anataor antais sometimes regarded as derogative (Lydia Sugawara,
personal communication, 2007, August). Instead of pronouns, people’s names or
social positions or roles are used. Watanabe (2007) pointed out that the deictic center
moves to the social world by addressing the second person with his/her social role or
status.

Discussion
Regarding the first-person pronoun omission, the first explanation may be made
using the notion of high-context and low-context society (Hall 1976). Based on the
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notion of the typical high-context society, Japanese people may be economical with
the length of the utterance when the information is regarded as obvious. In the case of
first-person pronouns, when the individual talks about himself/herself, listeners
should know about whom that individual is talking. Therefore, the first-person
pronouns are not supposed to be uttered, especially in the culturally-colored
rakugodiscourse. Second, the theory of linguistic relativity may explain this
phenomenon. Based on linguistic relativity, language may classify experience, reflect
action, and shape a person’s worldview. Thus, the linguistic system of Japanese that
allows its speakers to omit first-person pronouns may classify their experiences,
reflect their actions and shape their worldview (Whorf 1956). It is consequently
hypothesized that Japanese people perceive their existence, in Kuwayama’s
(1992)terms, in a less self-centered and other-reference oriented way. This
interpretation seems to be in accordance with Sato’s (2001/2007) argument that the
Japanese cannot construct the self without the notion of seken.

Regarding the second-person pronouns, theomission of second-person pronouns
predominates in the interrogative utterances. As with the omission of the first-
person pronouns, the notion of high context (Hall1976) may provide an
interpretation for this linguistic phenomenon. In the dialogic interaction,
interrogatives are obviously directed towards the second person in general.
Therefore, in Japanese, where fewer utterances are preferred and a lot of
information is presumed to be known, second-person pronouns are unlikely to be
uttered. The common pronoun of anata and anta, which are less formal versions of
atata, are sometimes regarded as derogative, as has been pointed out by Lydia
(personal communication, 2007, August), a Peruvian living for a long time in Japan.
In the rakugo script used for the present study, in addition, the Nepalese characters
show negative reactions when referred to as anta. Instead of using the second-
person pronouns, Japanese people use the person’s name or their social roles or
statuses, such as oneechan(«big sis» ). As posited by Watanabe (2007), using social
roles in addressing the second person may change the deictic center of the social
world.

Lebra’s (2004) notion of having two sides of being in one individual, that is, the
«subject I» and «object me» , may explain the positionality of the interlocutors,
which validates the theory of linguistic relativity. More specifically, using the
person’s name or social role reveals the way in which Japanese people situate
themselves in dialogic interaction, which means that language influences perception
of the world.

Lastly, zero pronouns in both the first and second persons may affect the way of
constructing the Japanese sense of self, which is based on contingency logic
according to Lebra (2004), in orchestration with the powerful effects of seken(Abe
2002; Sato 2001/2007). These findings may support the linguistic relativity
hypothesis. It must be noted that there are other languages with zero pronouns;
however, they have different linguistic features. For instance, Latin languages such
as Spanish have inflections which suggest the pronouns. There have been some
studies on zero pronouns (e.g., Chaudhary 2003) that analyze the relationship with
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the construction of the sense of self. Chaudhary investigates the case of Hindi and
discusses how zero pronouns are related to their concept of self. Here, in this study,
zero pronouns in the rakugoscript may be considered to influence the way in which
the Japanese construct their sense of self, requiring the involvement of seken, the
life-world. In addition to seken, Japanese spoken discourse may shed some light on
‘uncertainty’, which may require ‘epistemicity’, through zero pronouns, to promote a
certain degree of politeness (cf. Ohta 1991). This interpretation may justify linguistic
relativity.As Humboldt believes, since there are diverse linguistic forms, language
affects how human beings think (Adler 2009).
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Anoranisi. CTarTiO NPHUCBAYEHO MpPOOIEMI PO3BUTKY HABUYOK ay/ilOBaHHS B HaBYAIbHOMY
npoleci 3 BUBYCHHS 1HO3EMHOI MOBHU. ABTOPU AUIATHCSA JOCBIIOM BUKOPHUCTAHHS JOMOMIXKHHUX
TMICUXOJIOTO-METOMYHMX 3ac00iB; cepel] HUX TECTH, ONUTYBAIbHHUKHM, IIKAIM JarHOCTHKH Ta
caMofllarHOCTUKU. HasmaHo JOKmaaHi MOSCHEHHS MO0 KOHCTPYKIi, MOMKJIMBHUX METOAWYHHUX
MPUHOMIB Ta opraHizaiiifHux acrekTiB «[lIkamu miarHOCTUKM Ta caMOJIIarHOCTUKH PIBHS ayiFOBaHHS
THIIOMOBHOTO TeKcTy». [llkana caMOOIIHKY CIIPUMHATTS 1 pO3YMIHHS 1HIIOMOBHOTO TEKCTY 3a0e3reuye
BUKJIaJaya 00’€KTUBHUMHU BIIOMOCTSIMH IPO PIBEHb PO3BUTKY 1i€l HAaBUUKU B IPYNU 3arajoM Ta B
KO)KHOTO CTYJIEHTa 30KpeMa 1 € 3aco00M 3alydyeHHS B IpPOILEC CIyXaHHS, JOIoMarae MpaBUIIbHO
mudepeHIiioBaTd 1 OLIHIOBATH HAaBHYKW Ta BMIHHS WIEHIB IPYIH, 110, Y CBOI 4YEpry, CTUMYIIOE
PO3pOOJIEHHS 1 BUKOPUCTAHHSI PI3HOMAHITHUX METO/IIB 1 IPUHOMIB HaBYaHHS ay/[IF0BaHHS, TOOTO J10
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