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How Does Our Language Shape the Way We
Think?

By Lera Boroditsky [6. 11.09]

LERA BORODITSKY is an assistant professor of psychology, neuroscience, and symbolic
systems at Stanford University, who looks at how the languages we speak shape the way we
think.

I often start my undergraduate lectures by asking students the following question: which

cognitive faculty would you most hate to lose? Most of them pick the sense of sight; a few pick
hearing. Once in a while, a wisecracking student might pick her sense of humor or her fashion
sense. Almost never do any of them spontaneously say that the faculty they'd most hate to
lose is language. Yet if you lose (or are born without) your sight or hearing, you can still have
a wonderfully rich social existence. You can have friends, you can get an education, you can
hold a job, you can start a family. But what would your life be like if you had never learned
a language? Could you still have friends, get an education, hold a job, start a family?
Language is so fundamental to our experience, so deeply a part of being human, that it's hard
to imagine life without it. But are languages merely tools for expressing our thoughts, or do
they actually shape our thoughts?

Most questions of whether and how language shapes thought start with the simple
observation that languages differ from one another. And a lot! Let's take a (very) hypothetical
example. Suppose you want to say, "Bush read Chomsky's latest book." Let's focus on just the
verb, "read." To say this sentence in English, we have to mark the verb for tense; in this case,
Wwe have to pronounce it like "red" and not like "reed.” In Indonesian you need not (in fact,
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