§15 LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

Connotations from the semantic level are intimately tied to culture.
· scientific terms: have intercourse, feces
· basic or common terms: make love, stool
· vulgar or rude terms: f*ck, shit
Filling semantic space can be culture specific.

ANOTHER of the same kind vs. of a different kind

· English another (ambiguous)

· Aklanon (Bisayan, Central Philippines): Ea7ín (different) vs. ibáh (same)

· Rwanda-Rundi: preposed -ndi (same – takes strong vs. weak class prefixes and preceeds the noun it qualifies; the noun loses its initial vowel) vs. postposed -ndi (different – follows the noun it qualifies and loses its initial vowel)

· Yolngu-Matha (Australia): bulu (same) vs. wiripu ~ waripu (different)

· Xhosa: -nye (same) vs. -mbi (different)

Sapir-Whorf hypothesis: Language and culture are inexorably linked.
· linguistic determinism = The language we use to some extent determines the way in which we view and think about the world around us.
· codability = The ease with which a language tag can be used to distinguish one item from another. [cf: Color terms in different cultures]
· translatability (See "The most untranslatable word in the world …")
· Edward Sapir (1884-1936)
'Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily understood, but are very much at the mercy of the particular language which has become the medium of expression for their society. ... The fact of the matter is that the "real world" is to a large extent unconsciously built up on the language habits of the group.' [1929. The Status Of Linguistics As A Science]
· Benjamin Lee Whorf (1897-1941) his works published posthumously
'We dissect nature along lines laid down by our native languages. The categories and types that we isolate from the world of phenomena we do not find there because they stare every observer in the face; on the contrary, the world is presented in a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which has to be organised by our minds - and this means largely by the linguistic systems in our minds. We cut nature up, organise it into concepts, and ascribe significances as we do, largely because we are parties to an agreement that holds throughout our speech community and is codified in the patterns of our language. The agreement is, of course, an implicit and unstated one, but its terms are absolutely obligatory; we cannot talk at all except by subscribing to the organisation and classification of data which the agreement decrees.' (1940, pp.213—14)
· A "genius" thinks beyond or outside of the social mode.
· Misunderstanding – Chomsky and his followers debunked the Sapir-Whorf model because they postulated that all languages had a universal grammar. But Sapir-Whorf was not about grammar alone, it was about the entire lexicon of a linguistic and cultural community. Furthermore, while all languages have verbs, they do not reflect tense in the same way, e.g., English has three basic tenses: past – present – future + progressive and perfect aspects, Hopi does not distinguish tense at all, and Kinyarwanda (Rwanda) and Kirundi (Rundi) have seven tenses: immediate, recent past, preterit past, future, conditional, persistive (still), and inceptive (already, yet).
RICE TERMINOLOGY IN AKLANON (Bisayan, Central Philippine)
· No generic term for rice.

· bínhiʔ 'rice seed, rice seedling' (lísu 'seed(s) of other plants)'

· pá:Eay 'paddy rice (plant growing in the paddy)

· bugás 'milled or polished rice' (uncooked)

· humáy 'cooked rice' (Eaháʔ 'any other cooked food')

· daEá:wat 'buy rice' (bakáE 'buy (anything else)'

· kilís 'wash rice' (hú:gas 'wash (anything else)'

· tugʔun 'cook rice' (Ea:haʔ 'cook (anything else)'

· ʔupáh 'rice husk'
· dagámih 'rice straw, rice hay'
Martin Joos (1962. The Five Clocks. New York: Harcourt, Brance & World.

· "[F]our usage scales of native central English:

	age
	style
	breadth
	responsibility

	senile
	frozen
	genteel
	best = "correct"

	mature
	formal
	puristic
	better

	teenage
	consultative
	standard
	good

	child
	casual
	provincial
	fair

	baby
	intimate
	popular
	bad


Note: These are independent, i.e., teenage or mature can each have any of five styles, five breadths, and five responsibilities.
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THE MOST UNTRANSLATABLE WORD IN THE WORLD
– IN WORLDWIDE POLL OF PROFESSIONAL TRANSLATORS
And the winner is ILUNGA

A Word In The Bantu Language Of Tshiluba For 

A Person Ready To Forgive Any Abuse For The First Time; To Tolerate It A Second Time; But Never A Third Time

 

Googly, Spam And Gobbledegook 

Are Most Untranslatable Words In English 

‘There Is No Such Word As Googly in Lithuanian’, Confesses Researcher

 

Googly, Spam and gobbledegook have been voted among the most untranslatable words in the English language, in a worldwide poll of a thousand professional translators and interpreters.

But the most untranslatable word in any language, reckon the translators, is ilunga, a word in the Bantu language of Tshiluba for a person who is ready to forgive any abuse for the first time; to tolerate it a second time; but never a third time. And I suppose we all know that kind of person. 

It narrowly outpointed shlimazl, a Yiddish word for a chronically unlucky person and radioukacz, a Polish word for a person who worked as a telegraphist for the resistance movements on the Soviet side of the Iron Curtain. And both finished well ahead of klloshar, the Albanian word for loser, which, perhaps fittingly, came in last place.

The most untranslatable word in the English language was reckoned to be plenipotentiary, which even many native English-speakers may not know means a special ambassador or envoy, invested with full powers.

Whimsy, bumf and serendipity (the faculty of making happy and unexpected discoveries by accident) were other words among the top ten.

The survey was conducted by Today Translations, a London-based translation and interpreting agency, which asked a thousand of its linguists across the world to nominate the words that they found hardest to translate.   

‘My own vote would have gone to googly’, says Jurga Zilinskiene, the managing director of Today Translations, who worked as an interpreter herself before founding Today and becoming an award-winning businesswoman.

‘People sometimes forget that an interpreter, for example, must translate not just from one language to another but from one culture to another’, says Zilinskiene, 27. ‘Sometimes, the equivalent idea just does not exist in both cultures. I am from Lithuania, for example, and we simply do not have googlies in Lithuania.’ 

Indeed, confesses Ms Zilinskiene, although she knew that googly was something to do with cricket she could not have told you for certain that it was, in fact, an off-breaking ball with an apparent leg-break action on the part of the bowler. 

Other foreign words to make the top 10 included naa, a Japanese word used only in the Kansai area of Japan to emphasise statements or agree with someone, and pochemuchka, the Russian word for a person who asks a lot of questions. 

Today Translations uses a worldwide network of over 1,500 professional linguists to provide translation and interpreting services. After asking a thousand of this network to nominate words that were problematic to translate, it then asked 50 of them to vote for just one of the top contenders. 

Linguists taking part in the poll were native speakers of languages ranging from English and French to Turkish, Ukranian, Chinese, Dari, Farsi, Amharic, Pushto, Somali, Tamil and many others. 

THE RESULTS IN FULL

THE TEN FOREIGN WORDS THAT WERE VOTED HARDEST TO TRANSLATE 

1 ilunga [Tshiluba word for a person who is ready to forgive any abuse for the first time; to tolerate it a second time; but never a third time. Note: Tshiluba is a Bantu language spoken in south-eastern Congo, and Zaire] 

2 shlimazl [Yiddish for a chonically unlucky person] 

3 radioukacz [Polish for a person who worked as a telegraphist for the resistance movements on the Soviet side of the Iron Curtain] 

4 naa [Japanese word only used in the Kansai area of Japan, to emphasise statements or agree with someone] 

5 altahmam  [Arabic for a kind of deep sadness]

6 gezellig [Dutch for cosy]

7 saudade [Portuguese for a certain type of longing]

8 selathirupavar  [Tamil for a certain type of truancy]

9 pochemuchka [Russian for a person who asks a lot of questions]

10 klloshar [Albanian for loser] 

• THE NINE ENGLISH WORDS THAT WERE VOTED HARDEST TO TRANSLATE

1 plenipotentiary                

2 gobbledegook                 

3 serendipity                                    

4 poppycock                                   

5 googly                                

6 Spam   

7 whimsy 

8 bumf 

9 chuffed
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Life without numbers in a unique Amazon tribePiraha apparently can't learn to count and have no distinct words for coloursBy STEPHEN STRAUSSFriday, August 20, 2004 - Page A3
1+1=2. Mathematics doesn't get any more basic than this, but even 1+1 would stump the brightest minds among the Piraha tribe of the Amazon. 
A study appearing today in the journal Science reports that the hunter-gatherers seem to be the only group of humans known to have no concept of numbering and counting.
Not only that, but adult Piraha apparently can't learn to count or understand the concept of numbers or numerals, even when they asked anthropologists to teach them and have been given basic math lessons for months at a time. 
Their lack of enumeration skills is just one of the mental and cultural traits that has led scientists who have visited the 300 members of the tribe to describe the Piraha as "something from Mars." 
Daniel Everett, an American linguistic anthropologist, has been studying and living with Piraha for 27 years.
Besides living a numberless life, he reports in a separate study prepared for publication, the Piraha are the only people known to have no distinct words for colours.
They have no written language, and no collective memory going back more than two generations. They don't sleep for more than two hours at a time during the night or day.
Even when food is available, they frequently starve themselves and their children, Prof. Everett reports. They communicate almost as much by singing, whistling and humming as by normal speech. They frequently change their names, because they believe spirits regularly take them over and intrinsically change who they are. They do not believe that outsiders understand their language even after they have just carried on conversations with them. They have no creation myths, tell no fictional stories and have no art. All of their pronouns appear to be borrowed from a neighbouring language.  Their lack of numbering terms and skills is highlighted in a report by Columbia University cognitive psychologist Peter Gordon that appears today in Science. Intrigued by anecdotal reports that Prof. Everett and his wife Keren had presented about the mathlessness of Piraha life, Prof. Gordon conducted a number of experiments over a three-year period. He found that a group of male tribe members -- women and children were not involved because of certain cultural taboos -- could not perform the most elementary mathematical operations. When faced with a line of batteries and asked to duplicate the number they saw, the men could not get beyond two or three before starting to make mistakes. 
They had difficulty drawing straight lines to copy a number of lines they were presented with. They couldn't remember which of two boxes had more or less fish symbols on it, even when they were about to be rewarded for their knowledge.
A significant part of the difficulty related to their number-impoverished vocabulary. 
Although they would say one word to indicate a single thing and another for two things, those words didn't necessarily mean one or two in any usual sense. "It is more like oneish and twoish," Prof. Gordon said in an interview. 
Prof. Everett, who now teaches at the University of Manchester in England and who unlike Prof. Gordon is a fluent Piraha-speaker, takes issue even with the "ishness" of the Piraha numbers.
"The word he [Gordon] translates as 'one' means just a relatively small amount, the word for 'two' means a relatively bigger amount," he said in an interview from Brazil. 
Prof. Everett points out that when the Piraha are talking and use the "oneish" word to talk about something such as fish, you can't tell whether they are describing a single fish, a small fish, or one or two fish. 
Linguists and anthropologists who have seen both the Everett and Gordon studies are flabbergasted by the tribe's strangeness, particularly since the Piraha have not lived in total isolation.
The tribe, which lives on a tributary river to the Amazon, has been in contact with other Brazilians for 200 years and regularly sells nuts to, and shares their women with, Brazilian traders who stop by.
"Why they have been resistant to adopting Western number systems is beyond me," Ray Jackendoff of Brandeis University, a past president of the Linguistic Society of America, said in an interview.
Prof. Gordon said the findings are perhaps the strongest evidence for a once largely discredited linguistic theory.
More than 60 years ago, amateur linguist Benjamin Lee Whorf argued that learning a specific language determined the nature and content of how you think. That theory fell into intellectual disrepute after linguist Noam Chomsky's notions of a universal human grammar and Harvard University professor Steven Pinker's idea of a universal language instinct became widely accepted. "The question is, is there any case where not having words for something doesn't allow you to think about it?" Prof. Gordon asked about the Piraha and the Whorfian thesis. "I think this is a case for just that."
Prof. Everett argues that what the Piraha case demonstrates is a fundamental cultural principle working itself out in language and behaviour. The principle is that the Piraha see themselves as intrinsically different from, and better than, the people around them; everything they do is to prevent them from being like anyone else or being absorbed into the wider world. One of the ways they do this is by not abstracting anything: numbers, colours, or future events.
"This is the reason why the Piraha have survived as Piraha while tribes around them have been absorbed into Brazilian culture," Prof. Everett said. Nevertheless, the Piraha's lives and lifestyles are so strange that other anthropologists have raised the question of whether inbreeding -- their lack of number skills apparently makes it difficult for the Piraha to identify kin -- has resulted in a tribe of intellectually handicapped people. Both Prof. Everett and Prof. Gordon say that they have seen no examples of this and that the Pirahas' fishing, hunting and even joking skills seem equal to those of people elsewhere.
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