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PART ONE

Every Language Draws a Circle...






1

Recognizing the Contingency of One’s
Own Language

“We don’t see things as they are—we see them as we are” (Anais Nin). This
is true not only of individuals, but also of human groups, especially groups
defined by people’s native language. As individuals, we often see things differ-
ently because we are different persons, with different interests, preoccupations,
and assumptions. As speakers of different languages we see them differently
because every language equips its speakers with a particular set of cognitive
tools for seeing and interpreting the world. This applies both to the literally vis-
ible world of colors and light, and the “invisible” world of emotions, relation-
ships, social structures, and mental life.

In his book The Island of the Colorblind, Oliver Sacks writes revealingly
about the ways of seeing the world characteristic of the color-blind people
on the Micronesian atoll Pingelap, where the prevalence of color blindness is
exceptionally high. As Sacks says, the vegetation on the island, which for him
and his “colour-normal” companions “was at first a confusion of greens,” to
the color-blind people on the island “was a polyphony of brightnesses, shapes,
and textures, easily identified and distinguished from each other™ (1996: 37).
When asked how they can distinguish, for example, the yellow bananas from
the green ones, the achromatopic islander James replied: “[Y]ou see, we don’t
just go by colour. We look, we feel, we smell, we know—we take everything into
consideration, and you just take colour!” (ibid.)

Speakers of languages that have no color words as such, and have instead
a rich visual vocabulary focusing on brightness and visual patterns (such as
the Warlpiri people in Central Australia, cf. Hargrave 1982; Laughren et al.
2006; Munn 1973: Wierzbicka 2008a) are not color-blind, but they, too, “take
everything into account,” not just color—not because their physical perception
is different but because, for cultural reasons (including their way of life), their
interest in the visual world is different.

As the condition of achromatopsia shows, there is indeed a neuro-
physiological basis to color perception. But perception is not the same thing as
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attention—and Oliver Sacks, for one, carefully distinguishes between “forms of
perception” and “forms of attention” (see, e.g., 1996: 12). In different societies,
the predominant “forms of attention” may be different, depending on people’s
way of life, economy, technology, and culture; this is what linguistic evidence
from diverse languages tells us.

Like any other language, English, too, has its own in-built culture-specific
“forms of attention”—and native speakers of English are often blind to them
because of their very familiarity. Often, this blindness to what is exceedingly
familiar applies also to Anglophone scholars and leads to various forms of
Anglocentrism in English-based human sciences, not only in description but
also in theory formation.

In an arresting passage of his Philosophical Investigations, Ludwig
Wittgenstein wrote:

The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because
of their simplicity and familiarity. (One is unable to notice something—
because it is always before one’s eyes.) The real foundations of his enquiry
do not strike a man at all. Unless that fact has at some time struck him.—
And this means: we fail to be struck by what, once seen, is most striking
and most powerful. (1953: 50)

I quoted this passage in one of my earlier attempts to challenge what is one
of the most influential theories in human sciences in recent times, Berlin and
Kay’s theory of “colour universals” (cf. Wierzbicka 2008a). My purpose was,
of course, to draw attention to the way our native languages can blind us to the
world as it presents itself to other people.

This applies, above all, to our native language: often, we are unable to
notice the spectacles that we are always wearing. To many scholars work-
ing through English, English words on which they rely most (e.g., reality,
fact, evidence, mind, emotions, anger, self-esteem, fairness, reasonable, rights,
privacy, and so on) are simply invisible—as invisible as a pair of glasses
that one never takes off. Often. such words constitute the real foundations
of their inquiry—never examined and never noticed. The same applies to
the word colour. (Wierzbicka 2005: 217)

Since I wrote this, the glow of the “B&K colour theory” has dimmed consider-
ably (though it still has many adherents); but the blinding power of English as
the global language of science and the unquestioned tool for interpreting the
world has only grown.

The goal of this book is to try to convince speakers of English, including
Anglophone scholars in the humanities and social sciences, that while English
is a language of global significance, it is not a neutral instrument or one that,
unlike other languages, carves nature at its joints; and that if this is not recog-
nized, English can at times become a conceptual prison.
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Anthropologist Ward Goodenough, in his 1970 book Description and
Comparison in Cultural Anthropology, wrote, with special reference to kinship
and family:

The use of one’s own culture as a negative standard lies behind the entire
set of evolutionary sequences formulated by nineteenth-century theorists.
If we begin with ourselves as representing the most advanced state of
human society and culture, then other societies can be readily conceived as
falling on a continuum according to how similar in form to our family their
nearest functionally equivalent institution appears to us. (p. 5)

Of course no one speaks anymore of “ourselves as the most advanced state of
human society and culture.” Yet the practice of implicitly treating the English
language as a standard in relation to which all other languages and cultures can
be analyzed and interpreted is still very widespread.

Speaking of a woman’s progress through three marriages and three lan-
guages, the British writer Zadie Smith describes language, concisely and
aptly, as “shared words that fit the world as you believe it to be” (2009: 5). Let
me try to illustrate Smith’s insight and the intimate relation between selective
“forms of attention” and language-specific word meanings with a handful
of examples from linguist Ken Hale’s (1974) elementary dictionary of the
(already mentioned) Australian language Warlpiri prepared for practical pur-
poses (for use in the Yuendumu Warlpiri language program). I'll cite these
examples under three headings: 1. Environment, 2. Animals, 3. Human rela-
tions and emotions.

1. Environment

Jjarrarlpa—"natural shelter, overhang”
Japi—*entrance to sugar ant’s nest”
laja—*hole or burrow of lizard”

From a Warlpiri speaker’s point of view, words like these identify no doubt
important features of the environment (potential sources of shelter and food),
but there are no corresponding words in European languages (and, of course,
in many other languages in other parts of the world).

2. Animals
kuyu—"meat; meated animal” [including edible birds, but not other birds]

Jjinjirla—*"tail of rabbit bandicoot™
karnpi—*"fat under the skin of emu”
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tarlti—*"contents of animal’s stomach”

yulu—*=limp, relaxed—of slain kangaroo whose hindleg joints have been
broken (in preparation for cooking)”

papapapa-ma—-‘to make the sound of a male emu calling to its chicks”

Clearly, all these words reflect culture-specific forms of attention, often focused
on animals as potential sources of food.

3. Human Relations and Emotions

kurrurupa—""bereaved sibling”
papardipuka—*bereaved elder brother”

Attention to bereavement and emotions related to bereavement is a salient
characteristic of Australian Aboriginal cultures, as is also attention to the
order of birth among the children of the same parents.

As these examples illustrate, the words of a language reflect the speakers’ spe-
cial interests. For the speakers of a particular language, their words “fit the
world” as they see it—but how they see it depends, to some extent, on what
they want to see and what they pay attention to. This is true also of European
languages, and English is no exception, either.

The conviction that the words of our native language fit the world as it
really is, is deeply rooted in the thinking of many people, particularly those who
have never been forced to move, existentially, from one language into another
and to leave the certainties of their home language.

In her splendid language memoir Lost in Translation: A Life in a New
Language, Eva Hoffman (1989: 106) tells the story of how she became aware
of “the relativity of meaning” and the contingency of her own language upon
her family’s emigration from Poland to America. In a key passage focusing
on the word river, Hoffman invokes Ferdinand de Saussure’s doctrine of the
arbitrariness of linguistic signs, and his conception of a word as a union of
two elements: “the signifier” and “the signified,” that is, the word and what this
word stands for.

mostly, the problem is that the signifier has become severed from the sig-
nified. The words I learn now don’t stand for things in the same unques-
tioned way they did in my native tongue. “River” in Polish was a vital
sound, energized with the essences of riverhood, of my rivers, of being
immersed in rivers. “River” in English is cold—a word without an aura.
It has no accumulated associations for me, and it does not give off the
radiating haze of connotation. It does not evoke.



