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The scene is the stomge room at a chemical plant. The rimc is evening. A night
watchman enters thc room and notes thar iL ;s parliallv filled with sasotinc
d' um'. Tlre Jrum. rre in r \e(ri,,n ot rhe room wher< a sign rav. Errrprl B. -
rels." The watchman lights a cigarette and throws rhe srill-hot match inlo one
of the ernpty bar.rels.

Thc result: an explosion.
The immcdiate cause of the explosion, ofcourse, was the gasoline tumes

that remained in the barrels. But it could be argued that a second causc oI rhc
explosion was the English languaec. The bairels wcnr cmpr], of their original
contents and so belonged under thc cmpty sign. Yer thev were nor empty of
cvcrything-the fumes were still present. English has no word no snrgle
term that can convey such a situation- Containe6 in English arc c:irherempty
or they are not; thcre is noword describing the ambiguous stateofbeing emptv
and ler nor cmpr\ 'l hire is no rcrm in rhe lcngxape tor ".rrrpr1 brrr n',r quire:
or "empty of original contents but with something lefr ovei" Therc bciis ro
*ord torsuch:rn in-betwccn.rale, il JiJ nor o( cur ro the rat(hmrn ro rhirit ot
the explosive iumes.

This incident is hpothetical, but the questions abour language it raises
are real. The example of the gasoline drums olren was citcd by BeDjaDrin Lcc
Who# to illustrate a revolutionary theory he had about language. Whorf r,,,as
an unusual man who combined two careers. tbr he was bolh a successfrrl in
slrmnce cxeculive and a bri]liant (and largely self taught) linguisric scholar
Language, he claimed, ma1, be shaped by t]le world, but it in turn shapes rhe
world. He reasoned that people can thinl about onl), those things that rhen.lan-
guage can describe or cxpress. Without the words or stnictur.es \\,ilh u,hich to
aficr atc a concept, that concept will not occur To turn the propositiorr
around, ifa language is rich in ways to erpress ccftain sorls of ideas, thun rhe
speakcN of that languagc will habitualy think along rhose lineuisric parhs. In
shon, the languagc that humans speak govcrns $eir vieN of rcaliryi ir deter
mines theil perceplion of the wo d. The picrurc of the unive$e shifts fronr
trJnlue to ton$re.

The originator of this stanling nolion came ftom afl inLellecrually acrive
\cw Eneland lrmih. Whorf' brorhcr John b<rame an rr.rirr or nore rnrl lri.
brotherRichard a consummatelv professional actor. Benjamins uarly beni was
nol lor drawing or rcrinS but phorogl.rnh\. e.p<( irllv rhe chenri'tD rlri I \\ns
involved in dcveloping pictures, and this intercst may have intluenced his
choice ofthe Massachusetts lnslitute ol Tecbnologr, where he [rajored nr chcur
ical engineering. After hc was graduated from M-l.t he became a specialisr in
fire prcvenlion and in 1919 went to work for the I lal.1ford lire lnsurance Conr-
pany. Hisjob was to inspccl manul-dcturing plants, particularlv chemical pla0Ls,
that the Hanford insured to dctennine whether thcv were sale and thus good
insurance risks. He quickly became highly skilled at his worl(. "Ir no timc ar
a11," \\Tote C. S. Kremer, then thc Hartford's boardchairman. "he becaae in mv
opirrion a. r horuugh and ldst n lire pr(!cntion inspeL rora. rJrerc cr cr hr. heerr.

Whorf was a paiticularly acute chemical engineer. On onc occasion he was
retused admittancc to inspect a client'.s building becausc, a cornpanv officiai
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maintained, a secret process was in use here. ,,you arc makine such-and_srch
aproducrl a.ked Whorl. "Yes. said rhe official. Whorf pullcdurrr a pLrLl and
scribbled.the fomula of thc supposedly seq,et proccss, adding coo]Jy, .,yoLr

couldnt do it any other way" Needless to say, he was allowcd io ilspccL the
buildingUh.rlroseinrheHrfltordlricrar(h!torhepo.rofi\.irranrsecret.rru
ol the rompanl in 1440. Bur rhrn in I 94 I hr* heatrh. rr..r<r srrone. gdvc $3;
and he died at the early age of forty-four

Whilc Whod was becomiog a successtul insumnce executjve. hc was atso
doing hi\ revolutionat wort in lineui\rics. Heslencd b!.tudvingHebreu Lrr
then switched to Aztec and oGer retared languages ol Mexico_ i.arcr he deci
phered Maya insc.iptions, and iricd rorcconsrructthc long-losr language ofrhc
ancient Merva people of Mexico and Central America. Finallv heiarfccl rhe
, omple\irier ul r he.rill living hnguagr ot Lhe I lopi tndidn. ot iiJ i/onLr. He pub_
lished hi. finding" in respecr(J anrhropolopical and linguisticjo,rnurl:. (:am_
ing the praise and respect ol scholaN in the two ficldi-all wirhout fot]llal
l.aining in linguistic science. As his fame as a linguist sprcad, the Ilarrford
obligingly affordcd him vacarions and leavcs ro tmvel to rhe Solrthwcst irrpur
suit of the structure and lcxicon of rhe Hopi. He also put in countless horris il
the Watkinson Libr.rry in Conrecticut, a l.ich repositorr ofMcxican ancl Indian

It was primarily his study of Hopi that impelled Whorf towarcl his revotu
tionaraidcas. He was encouragcd and aided by thc grear cullural anrhropolosisl
and linguist of Yale, Edward Sapi! and rhe idea that langtage nrfluences a ier-_
sonls rriew of the rvorld is gcnerally knorvn as the Sapir-Whorf hypotlesis. Whorf
formulated it a number ofrimes, but perhaps his clearesr statement comes fi.om
his 1940 essa]"'Science and Linguistics": ',The background tingristic sysrem (in
othcr words, the smmmar) of each language is nor merely a r"p."ai,.i,lg i,,_
strumenl forvojcing ideas bur Ether.is irsclflhe shaper ofideas_ . . . We clissect
nature along lines laid down by our native larlguagc. The categories and iJDes
that we isolate trom the world of phenomcna we do not find rhere kcause iirev
itare elera obscn er in I he laL c: on rhe conr r c rr. rlr( world i. prsenred iI a Lalci-
doscopic 0ux of imprtssions which has ro be organized bv otrr nircts and this
means largelv br rhe linguislir r)\rems in our mind".

These ideas developed lrom Whor{'s srrdy of thc Hopi larguage. He dis,
covered that it diff€rs dramalically from languages of rhe tndo,European fam-
ily such as English or French, pafiicutarly in iri expresston of rhc concept of
tim€. English and irs related languages have thr.cc major tenses-past, preicfir,
and tuture ("i1rvas," "itis," "irwillbc") plus rhe lancicrcompouni renies sucli
as "it will have been." Having these tenscs, Whorf argued, cncouragcs Euro
peans and Americans to think of lime as so many ducks in a row Time past is
made up of unifbrrn unirs ol time iays, weeks, monrhs, years_and rLciurure
is similarly measured out. This division of lime is cssentialv a ificial. whorf
sa'd .in(e people rJn onl\ c\perienLe rhc pre,enr. p.rsl lrnd hrrr. i,\. or !
rbsracriun\. but \ <rremcr\ rhinL ot rhem rs rcal hcccrse th(.ir ldngurge vir_
tually forces them to do so. This view of time has giver rise to the foirdr;ss in
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Wcstcrn cultures for diaries, records, annals,listorjes, clocks, calendar-s, $?ges
paid by the hour or day, and elaborate tinletables lor thc use of tuture timc-
Time is conlinually quantified. It Westemers sel out to build a hoLLsc thev es-

lablish a deadline;the work will be completed at a specifiedtime in the future,
such as Mav 5 or October 15.

Hopis do nor behave thjs way;whcn thcv slafi to weave a mat thex are not
conccrned about when it will be completed. They work on it desultorily, lhen
qu;t, lhen bcgin again; the linished product may lake weeks. llris casual
prcgrcss is Dot laziness but a rcsult of the Hopi's view of time one symptom
ofthe tuct that their language does not have the pasl, presertt, andfuture leNes.
Instead it possesses two modes of thought: the objective, thai is, things that
exist now, and lhe subjective, things that can be thoughl about and therefore
belong !.J a stale ofbecoming. Things do not become in tems ofa tuture mca-
sured olT in days, weeks, months. Each thing that is bccoming has its own in
dnidual lite rhythms, grouing or declining or changing in rnuch the same
marner as aplant grows, according to its innernature. Thc csscncc of Hopi lifc,
therefore, Wto!1said, is preparing in the present so that those things that are
capable ofbecoming can in tact come to pass. Thus weavins a rnat is prcparing
a mat to become a matj il \vill reach that state when its nature so ordains
whenever that will bc.

This view ofthc tuture is underslandable, whod noted, in an agricultural
people whose welfare depends on the properprcparing ofcafth and seeds ar'rd

plants for the hoped lor harvest. It also helps explain why the Hopi have suctt
elaborate festivals, rituals, dances, and magic ceremonics: All arc intcndcd to
aid in the mental prcparation that is so ncccssary if the crops, whicb the Ilopi
bclicvc to be influenced by human thouglrt, are to grow properly. This prepar-
ing involves "much visible activity" Whod said, "intrucluctory tbrmalities,
preparing of special lood . . . intensive sustained nluscrrlar activi t), li ke rxnninS,
racing, dancing, which is thoughi io increase the intensity ()1 developnert ol
events (such as growd olcrops), mimctic and olhcrmagic prepamtions based
on esoteric theory involving perhaps occult instruments like pra]'er sticks,
prayer feathers, and prayer meal, and finallv the great cyclic ceremonies and
dances, which have the significance of preparing ruin and !rc,ps." Whc,rt wert
on to note that the very noun for crop is derived from the verb that nreans "to
prcparc." c'lop therefore is in the Hopi language lilerally "thc prcparcd." Fur-
ther the Hopi praver pipe, which is smoked as an aid in concentrating good
tho(ghts on thc growing fields of corn and wheat, is narncd n.,'rua,pi, "insrr tF
ment ol preparing."

The pasl to the Hopi, whor{ believed, is also differenl Ircm lhc chrono-
logical time sense of the speakcrs oflndo-Eumpean languages. The past is nol
a unifonn rorv of days or wccks to thc Hopi. lt is rarher an undifferentiated
streanr in which many deeds were done that have accumulalecl and prcpand
the presenr and will continue to prepar€ the becoming that is ahead. Everlthing
is connected, evcrything accumulates. The past is not a series of evenls, scpa-
rated and completcd, but is present in the present.
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To Whorl these striking dilferences in the Hopi langrage and sense of timc
implicd that the Hopi live almost literally in another wodd fiom rlrc speakers
of tndo European languagcs. The Hopi language grew out of its speake's' pe-
culiar circumstances: As a geographically isolaled agricuttural people in a land
where rainfall was scanty, they did the same things and pmycd rhe same pinvers
year after year and thus did not necd 1() have past and turure tenses. But the lan
guage, once it had dcvcloped, peryetuated their parlicular and seerningly ver",,
ditlerent world view

Many linguists and anthropologists who havc worked with American Indians
o[ the Southwest havc been convinced thar whod's thcod!:s are by and lal€e
correct. Othcr linguists are not convioced, however, and Through lhc ycars
rin.e Whofs dealh thc) havc a ac(ed hi. propo\als. The (ontrover-\v is rjn-
likelr to bc 

"ct 
rl<d soon, il ever. One ol rhe problcms i" rl'r difticulrl ot >(rliru

up an e\perimenr rhrr uould eirhcr prore ur tlisprore rhe erislence ol(on.e-
lations between linguistic structure and nonlinguistic bchavio. It wouid be
fruitless to go about asking people of varions clrltures their opinions as to
whether t]le languagc they spoke had deternrined the manncr h which rhey
thought, haddictated theirviewofthe world. Nobodywould be ableto answcr
such a question, lbr a people'.s Janguage is so comptctcly embedded in their
consciousness that tiey would be unable to conceive of any othcr way of in-
terpreting the world.

Despitc the near impossibility ol proving or disprovir\q Whor{ls theorr ir
\ ill nor go awar but (e(p. eoming back. inrriguing crch srrcceeding ger( 

' 
arioll

of linguists. I1 is cetainly onc of the most fascinatins Lheories crcated bv the
modcrn minLl. lr is iomparable insomeways ro E;n.ieir'!rheor] r,l rel ;viL\.
Ju\r rs Ein{rein said th:lr hos people saw tlie phenumenJ ol rhe rrnirers,.rrr.
relative to their-point ol observation, so Whorf said that a pcople! world vie$
was rclative to thc language thev spokc.

And demonstrations ol Whorfs ideas are not entfely lacking. They come
mainly lrom srudies of color one of the vcra lcw aspecrs of realiw rhat can bc
spc, ilied bJ obiecdve.cicnrili( merhodsand.rlso is,arhcr p|r.cix11 specitied
by peoplei naming ofcolors. In this instance it is possible to conrparre one pcr'
son! language, expressing that pcrconl.t view of the world, wiLtr anorhe/s lan
guage for exactly the saure characteris[ic o[ Ge world. The comparison can rhus
rcveal differenl views that are linked to differcnt dcscriprioN o[ the same real
ity. English-speakers vierv purplc as a single relatively unitbrm color; only jt
pressed and tJren only wi th difficulty wi ll rhey nlake anv arlcmp r ro divide it into
such shades as lavendcr and mauve. BlLr o English-speaker would lump or-
ange witl pu4te;to thc users ofEnglish, those colors arc completely sepaEte,
lor no single word includes both ol rhem. If other languages made differenr dis-
tinctions in the naming of color iI lavender and mauve wcr c always separcte,
never encompassed by a word tbr purple, or if orange and puTte were nor dis
tinguished but werc called by a name that covered borh rhen it woulcl sccrr
that t}le users ol those languages inter?retcd lhosc colors differentl.la
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. Such diff_erences in color naming, ir rums out, are fairly widespread. Lir_gui.r H. A. ClcJsun compareLl rhe color \peLrrunr a\ rler Ijbed hr t-rrclish
'peaLins p<rson' ro rhe nr', ir ur. tabetej bv ,p""1.^ "i e,;. 1h"";,"".spokcn in I jberia, and bv rpeakers ot Shonr, .pokcn rn RJr,,Jesia. tneli:ir_
spea&nts people. \\hen sceingsur ighr reFracrerl rhrougha pri:m.rde,,rir brname al tea\t srx cotors _purple. btue. green. vclluw orange. lrn,t red. lhc
"peakers ol Shona. however. have onJy rhrec names tbr rhe.;toa ^r rhc \occlrum. Ihc\ gmup omnge. r ed. and purple under on< name. Ther rlsc,lumn btrrc
and green btue undcr une of rheir oricr color rerrns dnd , r.e th;ir rhir.l uord roidentiD ycUow !'nd rhe vcltower hrres ut green. I he.pcaken of Bassa are sim.uafl) Icsl nctcd b! a tcck ol hond\ lerms to, c,,tor. tor rher harr. ,,n11. ru o rvord.for lhe hues of the spectrum.

. Cleasoni ob\ervJrion\ nrompted psv(hotogi.t\ ro pcrtorm.ll r.\Derimenr
rhal rrso \hur\cd rhe inlluence \\ords can hare on rhe uay culon are hanJledinlelle(tuallj anrl remembered. tr \\as an rngeniour ana."-of.,."*rtrn..]
urth manl cheet. rnd doubte, heL k. ot rhe"re.utr.. bur ;.1"";;;'t; ;;l;;dou n ro romelhine like rhis: tnglish sperting *,t i.. ts 

" "r" 
.f,o*^ 

" 
..n,., 

"r\orursamplc\.,rrth<rlile the litrle chip\" providcd b; a prrnt sro,, lu hei;cusromcG.oecrde $hat cotor ro naint rhe livirrg ro<rm. The 
"rrbie. rs rr ere rlr, nu\KcoronrLtoLrl Lnccolor\ lhe\ hrdseclLumitar ldrJlcr arT.rv ot col \ Ir

rumed our thar rhev , outd more acrumrctv nick our ,t .iiet,i ,"i",r i "rl')lh.larger selection when thc cotor involved'tiad , ;""a, 
"?A"..V.",rr. fii."green." The subiects had dilficutry with thc ambigr""., i",Uo-..ri .oi;..,J

as off-pu4)lcs and misl, blues. rnother word", 
";..""" "., ,.-;;r-;i ;-.";';beuer il rha I pen"n! linguagc oners a handy tahel tor ir. b,,r f,", i.""Uf. *f*.

I he lan$ragc doe\ nur otfer .u1fi61o6;1;ur,.r-.Againrhclrumcn.rbrlir,,roclit_
ler (ntjare reatirl .cemed. ro be a'ecrcJ b, ,h. .".":,,,.*;u;;J;;i;;;;,;;;.
. Ncnness o|rngxrsrrc rerourr.e unduuhredh helps people rocr_rpe wir.h sLrb_

dc gradarions in thc rhings tiey cteat with cverl a":. if,.'n"'"""A"1i..p1. 
"i,f,iPhilippine t.land\ ha\c ditrercnr name\ tor ninerv r\\o va,i.Li., i r ,i.n r r.".

cun cd.il! dirring!i.h differenLe\ in r icc lhar $ ould tjF aI bur i"",ifrf. . 1."li.h spealing peoplc u ho tump a such src i,r",,"A.., rr",r"si; ;"J,.": 6rcoL'r\e. Engjish \peJle^ ccn mcte di\r incriun. br reroning r" adjecrir (., andperhtps diflercnriarc tons-g,-ain. bro$ n rice h "- .-"rr n.;". 1.ff"* J..,lrisurctr no buropean or Amcrictur rould. lar Ling rhe rerms, lraie u rrrth. icnrlrpracriced cle to dirr ingui.h nincrt-ruo \ arieri*., .i*. f_"rgrre.ir.",.;,i"ll,
a code tJla I peonlc usc burh ro rhink cnd ro comrnunic" r". a" i.r i.f,"l"ci., n u,;'.Brnun sum. up rhe ri(e querrion: Amons rh. H"","... *i.,; ;;;.. ;.;"" i;,,nrnery-r$u r:rn.trc\ ot nce, anv one ot rhn.c vrricric" i" hiphlr codrbli. in rhedrrr) or njnctj-oncorherranerie.. l-hc Hanuroo ha\ ( a word lor itandso..1n
Lransmil it el'fi(ienrlJ and presrrmably ran recoerjize ir e..il\. Amonp <ne,,tr..,\
ot Ensrish onc kind ^r ricc among nincrr_one 

"ir,.. n"a_ 
" 
irtl r,l,'. ,i.,, ],,*codrhil v"

, Br ou n goc. on to suppo.e r]lar rhc Harrrnon.et d,,s n in New \or l, t\ould
De Drrtted try the realit\ aroLrnd them pafll\ becau"e rhel uould rlrrrr be Lhe ones
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lacking *re needed words. "If lhe Hanirn6o wcre ro visit thc anDual Auri)mobite
Shou in Neu York ( in. rhe\ wuuld tind ir ditric lt ro (ncode Llisln i!et\ ar]
par1icular automobile in rhat alTay. Bur ar American having sucn tcxical re
sources as C,6evlo1el, Ford, pbmouth, Buick, Conette, hartl_to71 convertibb, fLtt_
tloor, station wagon, arrd the like could easily encotle ninetv_two varieties.i,'

I he veru e\i.rencc ol \o manv diHerenr Ianguages. euih lint<e,i ro a ttisr inc
tive culturc, is itself support of a sol.r lor Who.ft hypothesis. Ar lcast sjDcc rhe
time of thc Tower of Babel, no singJe tollguc has been shartd by all the people of
the $orld. Many atrenlpts have been made to itrvenL an intemational L,glage,
one so simply structufed and easy to leanl it w<,uld be used bv ."ervone a".",-j
ficglobe as a hanJv adiun, I rn lheil niri\ e spcech. yer (\en rhe mosr srr,..e..nrt
ofthese world langragcs, Esperanto, has found bur Iim ed acccptance.

There are intemational languages, however, to servc int;nadonal cul_
tures. Thc inrellectual disciplines olmusic, darcc, and mathemarics mishr be
considcrcdrpeLielizerl.ulrLrre\:.a.hi".hJrcdbrpeoplearoundtheworlil and
eceh ha. an inrcrnarional langurge, rrs,rl a* narurrU5 in p<kjng as in paris. l.ng_
li.h i. r uorld Ianeurge in ienain ad iviries I hdt :lraLldte nir;nal boundaries
\u, h as inrernaLonal uir t13\el: ir "r.n er lor cummu n icr I ic,Dr berween I nt cma_
tional flights and thc ground in every counrry a Lulrhansa pilot appro:rching
Athens talks with t}le airyofi control tower neitherin Cerman nor in'Cr.eek beri
in English.

The trouble $irh most a(emprs to lend credence to the Sapir-Wrorf hyporhe
sis is that, while thet' indicate connecrions beiween cutrure and language, thcy
do not really prove that a lansuage shaped its uscrc,view of thc -or]d. 

just bel
cause thc speakcrs o[Shona havc only three main disrincrions ofcolor does uot
mean that their "world vier," is all thar differenr from that of lhe Enstish_
.perkcr uho has mure c^n\enienr color rerrn\. Shona.p<akcn otric,LLs[, see
all the_colo$ in the rainbow that English-speakers sce. iheir eyes are phvsio_
logicull\ r he sume. Ihcir comparari\ e po\, rrv ot words ror r lro,i."1"^ -";;imcan\ rhar ilisharder torrhernroralf,ahnrrrcolor.Their "corle rsnorsolrarrlv:
the colors' codabiliry is lo\.\,er.

C-rilics also point oul that Whof may have mistalcll what ure called clencl
metaphors for rcal differcnces in the Hopi language. r t tanguaqes are toad;J
wirh dcrJ mcraphor= ligure" otsp,.c(.h Lhat ha\elosr all HelLraLive vatLrc a
rre nnu iusr hmilicr $o,Js. The uord goorlbrc is e dcad n,eraphor Once ir
meant "God be with you," but in its contracred fornr it conjures up no lhiroghr
or piL rure nl uud. tl a whorl i.rn ting i.r n l,o $ ds r naLJrc sperk.r.oi Hopi n:rncd
lhe luble..:rnLl analv/eLI Engli.h h,. miphr con( ludc rhar |,tlelish rpeokcr s were
perpetuallv thinl<ing of rcligjon since this cverydav wod incorpoiates a refer,
en( c ro Cod ,, ridicr nus m'"recd'ng ot a term rhdr hr\ tost all ut ir\ orisinal re_
lisiou\ .isnificanLe. ln liLe Fa:hJon. perhaps u hod $L,s rerdine ro" mich inro
the Hopi le\icnn rnd prammir. seeing \ignificanee" wher.. rl,..r.i uere nonc.

The argumert abour how far Wtrorf,s ideas can be srrerched has gpne on
for several decades and promises ro go on for s"ue."t 

",",.. Uost p"y.t.'otogi"s

I
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believe that all people see pretty much lhe same reality; their larglraecs merelv
hare diHerent $ords and srnrcture\ lo approrimate in rarious idrosvnrr.:rri,
l\a\s a picrure ol rhrr rcality. And ret Lhe e\pens accepr wh.rr nrtelrr bq culled
modified Whorfism a beliefin the power of lansrrase to attecr, ifnoi to dirccr,
lhe perception of realiry. 11 a language is dch in ter:rns for ceirain rhings or
ideas-possesses extensive codability lor rhem then the pcople speaking-lhat
language can conceive 01, and talk about, thosc things or idias morc conve-
niently. Ifdiftercnt languages do nor give their speakers entircly differenr u,orld
views, the]' ceftainly influence thinking to some deeree.

Even within the Indo-European family of laneuaecs, some ronques havc
\ ord. lor(on, eprs rhat orhcr tongue\ Iact. Cerman i" e"pe(ially r i. l;in phito
sophical tenns rhat have no exacr counrerparls in Enslish, French, Iratian or
arry known language. OIre is Wehschmer., which combines in irself mcanines
that it lakes threc English phrascs 1() adequately conve"v-',weariness oI lite,,,
"pessimistic outlook," and "romantic disconlent." Another German word that
has no dircct translation is We\enschauung. To approximate its meanins in
Engli.h require.u numbcroldiHerent rerms - nhilo.ophy of lilc *orld t uL
look," "ideology''-for all of these elements arc ilclucled in the German word.
Weba scha ungisulliranslarable into any single English ter-m.Ir rcpresenrs nn
idca lor which only Gennan has a word. possessing thc convenieniterm, Gcr
man writers can develop this idca more easily rhan the users ofothcrlanguages,
dnd rhu* erplorc its rumifical ions tun her.

Even when a word 6:om one language may seem to be easilv rranslarable
intu anorher. it ohen i. not redli\ equr\ J lent. The frcoLJr Lerm dlvrrgae u ould
appear to translate easily enough inro rhe Engl ish distitlguisheLl. But the French
use thcir word in ways that no English-speakcr would ever empioy for disri,-
gllistud. A Fr€nchman might repdmand his son by saying that his inpolire be
havior was notdr'stingrdor he might tell his wifc rhat a scarfshe hrN wom out
to dinner is charrningly distin?ud. lhc word does nor mean ,.distirlguishccl,, 

ns
English speakers employ the tenn, bur somcthing morc like .,suitable,,, or-,,ap-
propriate," or"in keeping with polite standards." It is simply lrot thc sarlle word
in lhe two languages no mafier how similar.the spcllios. Ir represents a diffcr
enl iLlea. connolints a \uhrle ditf<rence in menral "ryte.In some cases the cxistence ofaword leads uscrs otit down rorrured topi-
cal paths toward dead ends. The cor non word norfttrg is one cxample. Sni-c
there is a word for the concept, poinrs our philosophcr cco.ge pitchet it lemprs
people to think that "nothing" is a rcal enlily, rhat somehow it exisls, a palpable
rcalm of not'being. It has in fact led a number of philosophers, inch.rding the
r$enrierh cenlun frcnch lhinl.er Jcan paul Sanre. lo cpend i girir dial;I et
foft spcculaling about the nature of "nothing." The difficulty oI this philosophic
dilemma is indicated by a tlpical Sarrre sentence on the subjecr: "The tsL:nrg by
which Nothingness arrives in tie world mustnihilate. Nothirgrcss inits Beiqe,
anderensoir.rillrun"rheriskolestahli.hins\othilsne.srsrtran.(endcntiI
lhe reD hcdfl ol immancn(e unlc.. ir nihil.rtes \orhi;eness rn it\ biina in con
n, (tion ! irh il. uun bcing. saru e could hrrdlv har< gorren him.eli ranglcd rrp
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in such agonized prose had French lackcd a noun for 1e l?grrt, nothins, :ind the
value to human welfare ofhis attempt to explain is open to question.

The porver of language to influence the world can be seen not only il1 compar--
;sons ol one tongue !o anothe! bui also rvithin a snrglc languagc. The *'ay in
which people use $eir nalive tone$e {hoosing one tenn ovej. another to ex-
press the same idea or action, varying stflrct$cs c,r phnses for difiereni
situations-has a strcns effect on thcir attiludcs tow:rrd those situations. Dis-
tasteful ideas can be made to seem acceptable or even desimblc bv carcful
choiccs of words, and language can make nctions or beliefs that misht other
wisc be considered correct appear to be ohsolescentor najve. Valuciudgmcnts
of many kinds can be attached to sccmingly simplc statcmcnts. Shakespeare
may have believed that "a ros€ by any other name would smell as sll'leet," but
he was \',rcng, as other theatrical prcmotcrs havc proved repeliledly A younli
English vaudcvillian knov.'n as Archibald Leach w:rs aminolcomedian until he
was given the more romantic name of CaryGmnt. Thc ncwnamc did nol mak!:
him a slar but it did create an atmosphere in Nhich he could derrronsrrate his
talent, suggesling the lype of charactel he came to exemplil_v.

Il lhe power ofa stage name to chamcterize pclsonalilv sccms ofrclativ.ly
minor conscqucncc in human ailairs, consider the etfect of a different son ot
appellation: "boy." It \vas and sometinres still is-the fonn of add|css cn -
ploycd b1'whites in the American Soudr in speaking to blackmalcs ofanl'agc.
This q,ord, mlrny aulhorilies believe, served as an instrument of subjugation. It
implied that the black was not a manbut a child, somconc nol nlalure elouBh
to be entnsted with responsibility for himself, let alone authority over otheir.
His infenor position was thus madc to sccm ratlLral aodjlrstified, and it could
be enlorced withoul compunction.

ChaEcterizing people by tagging them with a word label is a world wide
practice. Manypeoplesuse a single woral to dcsignatcboth thcrnselves and the
human lace. "The Carib Indians, for example, have stated with no equivoca-
tion, 'Wc alonc arc pcoplc,' " reported lrnlbropologist Jack Conrad. "Similarly,
the ancient Egyptians used the wol.d ro er (men) only among thcnsclvcs ancl
in no case lbr slmngers. The Lapps of Scandinavia reserve the terr 'hurnarr
bcing' lbr those ol lheir own kind, while the Chenrkee lndians call thcmsclvcs
n]?ryr"u,ijd, which means'principal people.'The Kiowri Indians of ihe South
west are willing to acccpt other peoples as hurnar, Lrut the very name, l(io1ra,
mcaning'real people,'shows Lheirtme leeling." The effcct ofrcscruing a tcm,
indicating "human" to one group is far-reaching. It alterc the perception of
anyone from outside that sroup. Hc is nol callcd "hunan," ancl neecl not be
treated as human. Like an animal, he can be entmpped, beaten, or even killed
with more or less impunity. This usc oI a word to clcnotc whole groups from
the human class is ollen a wlrrlime tactic the enemy is reterred to by a pejo-
rative name to jusrib' killing him.

while language can be twisted to make ordinadly gooct thirtis seen b:rcl,
jt can also be tNisted in the opposite direction to make bad things seem good
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or run of rhe-mill rhings bcler lhan rhe\ rcall! are. the rechniqlc Jcpends on
r]te cmplo\ment olcL,phemisms, a rcrrn deri\ed honr rc C,eei( tor -;"rd. ot
good omen." A euphemism is roundabout languaec that is inrendc.l ro concealromclhingcmbrna\intsorunnlea.ant. Som( Llusse. ot e ph<nrtm lirtle e\i_
sions_that people use ever.y dav ;rre inolfensive enough. It is when such cloucly
doublcrilk in\ adi* rhc \ iral are.,s ul rntir ic, aId toreisn aH a ir. rhdr ir be.:on1e<
PeriloLr..

. A laryc and commonly used and relativcly harmless_class of eu_
phemism has to do wiri bodily tunctions. Many people shy away trom franlr
rall abnul e\crerion or.c\: ;n lact. manv ot thc'oiJ. vivid rerms rhe tour lerteruords a:e soci:rllv raboo. So neopjc torcenruriec hare,kirlccl theedgeol
such matlers, invcnting a rich vocabulary of subsrirute terms. American_s o{
fered turkcy on Thanksgiying commonly sav .white mear,' or ,dark 

mcar,, ro an-
nounce thcir prcference. Thcse ter-rns date back to thc nineteen*r ccntrrrvwhcn
ir v,asron5id<red indelicare ro rd\ "brearr" ur .leg. /o/;/. irselt a euphcnri.m
coined from thc Frehch @ilette ("making onesel prescntable to Lhe outsidc
world"), long ago became taintcd and roo graphic ior the prudtsh. The list of
euphcmistic s(bstitutes is almost enclless, ranging from'the commonptacc
tyashroom, bathroom, 

^nd 
restroo,n (\,hoevcr r;sr; in a rcsrroonl?) r{r;btr,

head, and, Chic Sale lJLthc United Slates, and in enetaud dre /oo. Ioo ln"v i" jel
ri\ed From c mi.rJkcn Engli.h pronllncratiun ot rle french/.aa \\aLerOrrt
m.rr be a euphemism derivcd From a euphemi,m. Th< French, wirh CilliL (lel
icacv, once commonlv pur rhe number 100 on barhroom drrors in hotels. T1 is
easv to see how an English person might have misraken thc nunber lbr the
word /oo. Meanwhilc, ladies in resrauranrs ha\€ adopred ..I'm going to po\\dcr
mt' nose" or, in Engjand, where it once cost a pennl, ro usc pullcioileis, ,,I,n.)

going to spend a penny."
Another generally hanr ess use ol euphcmistic languagc is r}le practicc,

especially notable in the United States, of giving presrigious ;an1es to more-or
less orrlinan rrude\. As H. L. Men, kcn poinred ou t inlh( Am{icon tar+uapL,
hr" nrasrerlr iramination ot Engli\h u..poken in rhe I nirecl Srares, rar.arr-lr_
cr. rre lond ol r Jlling rhem.elvcr "c,11arn1;r.rints cngineer( dn.l hai,d,rs.er"
have long sincc showed a prefercnce for..beaut;.io"." Ih" -,i.;.n 

""ai"e, 
;,., tu;1,

has proved vcry popular, doubtless bccause i1 echoes "ph1,sician" ind rhui
sounds bolh professional and scicnrific. tn rhe tate nilercenih century under_
takers had alrcady begun ro call themselvcs .,tuneral 

t1irector.s.,, but stanins in
l9lo ennobled them.elvcs evcn tufl her bv be cning on th( ne\ cr.errplr(rDiirie
coinagc, "mofticiar." Meanwhilc a trce tdmmer becamc a 

.,tree 
surgeon,, (that

love of medicine again) and a press agenr bcca-. u ..putrti.;"t', o4i,"" -nr"grandly, a "public relarions counset."
Americans (and the English, too) not or y chose high-sourdnrg euphe

misms for thcir Fofessions bur also Bave new and gaudt, nimes to thei; ptacc"
o[business. Thus pawn shops became,,loan otrices,,, saioons bcca,ne ,,cockrril
rooms," pool halls became "biltiard parlorc," and ba$cr shops ,,hair-stylirg
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Purists might say rhat such shading or btunrnrg oI lhe stark truth leads tir
moral JeLa!. bur it is dinicL,tr ro see whj an!boclr +.rra f. ,f,,, "..r. 1..,i
rowrng romen ro crcu\( them.el\cs h1 pleading rhar rlr,.5 mu:r powder rtreir
noses. There arc euphemisms, however, that ar. ilca.ty unyr.l1i"g br,t lrarrnt."".
These are evasive, beclouding phraseologies that hidc iruth: p""pf.."*.t
(iearl) percci\e il rhcy are ro tso\cm fiemxtve, tnre rgcnd, arrd i(cep n rlxii
on those in pusirions ot pnuer. Stitl phrrser. sUpp.,1,"",,",,"n-*oi..t A.t,ir_
eralelvdcsignedtohideunpleasanr rnrrhrarherrhanrrrealir can.o be,.loLrcl
political processes and so casilyhide misraken poltcies ttat th., cntire nealttr oi
a nation is imperiled.

. _ 
The classic featise on lhe political misuse of language inrlrc,dem times is

rlel:10:sv\'Puliric..rndrheEnsti.hr-angrragc bvihe"Bri,i.h *nr.., i;,;;;;
Onvell."I.nourtJmc,p<rliricelspceuhandwriringcrilargelrrhedclcnueot fie
indelenLible, Oruell rdid. Thuspoliliral langu"gchastoconsisr largell of eu
phemism.quesrion-beepingandshccr..touth vaguene... Heconclutlcd..strcl
phraseology is needed if one wants ro namc rhings without calhrg up men;i
pictures ol them. . . . When thcrc is a gdp between onc,s real and oielsicclared
aims, one l.rms as il Nere instincl ively to lons rvords and exhaustedidn,ms like
a cuIllefish ,quining lJut in(.'
,. Orwcll rupplicd nu mer ous erampL.s ro bulrre.. hi,cha,ee\ ,.Defen.,l(,s

villatse\ are bombrrded lr om rhe rin rhe ifliabiranr-* driren our inro Ltre r,rrnrn_
side, the cattlc machine gunned, the hurs set on firc with incendiarv bullets: rhis
is ca))ad parifu atiun. He wenr on ro ob.erve rhar inSrati,,.Ru*i;pc"pt.,;rl.
"imprisoned for yeals witho( rrial or shot in rh. tn.t ot the 

""ck "i "e'nt 
to al.

of scuny in Arclic lumber camps: this is called e linin ttion of unreliahlz ele^-t,;
Or\ell. $ ho died ar rhe Jg< of t^n +ir in t 9SO. did nor tir r rtr co eL r evcn

more dcplomhle di\tofliuns ot langu3ge. The FrcnLh clothed rh.ir brural w,rir Algeria wirh a veil ot euphemism; the Nofth Xor.u"s a.."""a th" Sur.,ih <o
rcans ot "aggression" whcn rhe Norlh invaded rhe South. Thc United Statcs in_
vented a whole Iexicon ol gobbledygook to dtsguise Ge hor.ror ot the war in
Vietnam:,"prolccti!e.reaclion sLrlc rrhe hombing ot a Vicrnamese !illagej:
surgrcar oomDrng ( Lne sime aq protccr i\ e r1./\ lion \lrikel: fi ee_t ir L. zone (cn

drca in which u oops Lould shoor rnr rtring Lhar mor cJ, including hetptc.s r ii
lrgers): "nc$ lite hamler " ra r etugee camp for sLrn ivor. ot a >trr riirt bombrngr

_Perhaps the most appatting use of rhis type of euphenrjsrii was the w#i
emplovcd brr hc_ \azir lor I heir prrprLrm to errclaninate all (,1 Fr jrop..s Jew).
The word i\ fa.1Ljsr"g, uhich means finaj solurion. Bchind rhar rerbat ta(adc
the Nazis gassed, burned, shot, or worked to death some six millton .tcwsliorn
Gennany, France, Poland, and other conctlrered parts of Eurcpe. Hitler an.l
cestapo chief Hi mrnler often emptoyed rhe euphcmism among thenselvcs, and
it was always uscd in official records-but not necessarily tcipreserve seo,ecv
[or purpo.e. ol srare recurrrr. Apprrenrly rhc euphemism .f,i"f.f.J ,fr. 1t,,,-
lrom them.elve.. Opcrrlr brural anrl nrurd<ruur a. rlrt *ere. Lhcy corrLl rrorIuceuptorhe.hurriblerealiryot uhar rher wcreJoirrg Jrnd ttrey t,,.f roniaeri
rn Innucuolr\ tanguage.
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Such distortion of languagc can do more than disguise truth. It can tlnrr
(ruth around..o rhar rhe iJcr ionrele.l i. rh, opposirior aclualirl. Afier the
tl55R..\agely (ru.hed 

'hc 
Hung!'ridn 

'ebellion 
in lq5orhesoviet Jeer'\\ic,'r

was made to seem, in the ftvisted ]anguage used by otller Corxnurist dictaror
ships, an exprcssion of friendship. The Peking mdio commented after rllc rc-
bcllion wasput dorvn: "The Hungarian people can see that Sovict poljcytowad
the peoplei democracies is truly one ol equaliry friendship, and murual assis-
laoce, not of conquest, aggrcssion, dnd plunder"

The possibiliqr that such topsy-tuny language might ulrimarelv makc 1hc
world topsy-turr,y an ironic demonstation of the functanrerllal rnrth of Ben
jamin Lee Whofs insights-was mised in a dramatic way by ceorge orwcll.
His novel /984 a chilling and convincins dcscription of tifc ill a roralitarian so
ciety shous how languagc might destrcv rcaiity. In rhe imaeiinart' natior of
Oceania the olficial language is Newspeak, l'hich is intended ro taciliLare "dou
bletlint," lhe abiliq' to accepl sinrlrltaneously ideas contradicring each orhcr
The Oceania state apparatrrs includes a Ministry of Trurh, irs headquartcrs
building emblazoned wift thrce slogans: "wAR ls pEAcE"; "rrEEDoM rs sr_AVltRy";
'tcNoRANcE rs srRENGrH." There arc also other ministries, ONcll cxplained:
"The Ministry ofPeace, which conccrncd ;lself wirh war; rhe Ministry of T.ove,
which maintained law and order" Anyone uho would use laiguage this wav,
Orwell mrdeclear dcnic" rhe m<uning ot hi..r her word\. e urshe ha\ losr
touch with reality and srlbstituted for it an empriness conccatcd in sounds thar
oncc had meanine.

There is another thrcat to language besides thc ;orenrional ruisring ot
words by demagogues and othcrs who would conrrol peoplek thoqhrs. It is
les. obriou.. h,r r ddnger n.\errhele"r. .implc impre(i.ion. .to\enliness,
mindlessness in the use ofthe language. Tt seems a small mattcr thal English-
speakers increasingly contuse n in.e/esldd with lisir?r.,/.,.r ted, for example. But
thcse words do not mear the same rhing. Disir?.€/est€d nlealls imparrial, nor
taking sides. {./1?/rt?r€sa€d means lacking in intercsr, bored. Ajudge should be
disinterested bnt r,ever uninterested. Manv srLch changes resulr lrom the in
evitablc evolution oflan$rage as it changes over t]le ycars, L]ur the changc call
be d 1o".. The .low cro"ion ur di,rincrions. ! i.ible in mu(1, s I irins. aud;hte in
many conversations, makes language imprecise and thtrs clunsy and nrcflec
tive as commrrnication.

Among the slmptoms ofsuch erosion are srock phascs thal people mind-
lesslvrcpeal, substituting noise lor thought. Everyone has heard speechmakcrs
use such clich€s as "having rrgard ro," "plav into the hands ol," "in lhe inreresr
of," "no a"re to grind." Alftoush this b]'ict list is dr ann from Onvell! cssav of
l94othesee:rharr.rctlrli(hesare.,ill heJrd S,rcl,\,'brlJ<uJlimb.donoriis
torl lhought but ralher tend to oblitcrale it in a cloud ol meaninglcssncss. "The
slorenliness of our Ianeuage makes ir casier for us to trave foolish thoughts,"
\\Totc Onvell. And ultin,alely as has been poirred out bv commentaror F.dwjD
Newman in his book.SticllJ Speaking, "Those for *horll q,ords have lost their
valuc are likely to find that ideas have also losl thei! value."


