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Lecture 3 

 

Language and Culture  

1. Introduction: The Mirror of Reality 

Do we think the way we speak, or do we speak the way we think? This lecture 

examines the relationship between language and the way we categorize our world. 

It explores how our cultural experience is encoded in our vocabulary and how 

different societies perceive reality through the lens of their unique languages. 

2. Core Concepts 

 Culture: Defined in a broad sense as all the ideas and assumptions about the nature 

of things and people that we learn when we become members of a social group. 

Language is the primary vehicle through which this cultural knowledge is 

transmitted. 

 Linguistic Relativity (Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis): 

   Strong Version (Linguistic Determinism): The theory that our language 

determines our thought—if our language doesn't have a word for a concept, we 

cannot think about that concept. (Generally rejected by modern linguists). 

   Weak Version (Linguistic Relativity): The theory that language influences our 

thought. The categories in our language (like color terms, gender, or time) make it 

easier to think about certain concepts in specific ways. 

 Categories and Prototypes: We don't just label things; we group them into 

categories. A *prototype* is the most characteristic instance of a category (e.g., a 

robin is a more "prototypical" bird than an ostrich). These prototypes are often 

culturally specific. 

 Lexicalized Concepts: Some languages have specific words for concepts that 

require an entire sentence in others. For example, some languages have a single 

word for "fresh fallen snow," while others use multiple words. This shows that the 

environment (culture) dictates what is important enough to be lexicalized. 
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Classifiers: Many languages use grammatical markers to indicate the "type" of 

object (e.g., classifiers for long, thin objects vs. round objects). This forces speakers 

to constantly categorize the physical world whenever they speak. 

3. The Influence of Social Categories 

Beyond the physical world, language reflects how we organize society: 

 Kinship terms: How different cultures define family (e.g., distinguishing between 

"mother’s brother" and "father’s brother"). 

 Time: How we treat time as a commodity ("spending" or "wasting" time) versus 

time as a cyclical event. 

4. Key Discussion Points for Students 

 1. The Snow Example: We often hear that Inuit languages have dozens of words for 

snow. Why does a culture need specific words for their environment, and does this 

actually change how they "see" the snow compared to someone from a desert 

climate? 

 2. Gendered Language: In languages where nouns have grammatical gender (e.g., 

French, Arabic), does calling a table feminine or masculine actually change the way 

speakers perceive the object? 

 3. Color Perception: If your language only has two terms for colors (light and 

dark), how does your ability to distinguish between shades of blue and green 

change? 

5. Critical Thinking Activity: The Untranslatable Challenge 

Ask students to find a word in their native language (or a language they know) that 

has no direct equivalent in English. Have them explain the cultural values or history 

that make that specific word necessary in their language but not in others. 

### Lecture Supplement: Key Terms (Glossary) 

 Linguistic Relativity: The idea that the language we speak influences how we 

perceive the world. 
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 Lexicalization: The process of adding a word to the language to express a concept. 

 Prototype: The most representative example of a category. 

 Classifier: A grammatical marker used to categorize nouns based on physical 

properties or function. 

Suggested Assignment (Take-home) 

Topic: Cultural Categories in Language. 

Prompt: Write a 500-word essay comparing how English categorizes 

"time" or "family" versus a language from a completely different cultural 

background. Discuss whether these linguistic differences are merely 

"labels" or if they suggest a different way of experiencing those aspects of 

life. 


