Language Is a

Cultural Institution
Jodi O'Brien

The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.

—Ludwig Wittgenstein (1922)

Consider the following headlines that linguist Steven Pinker (1994, p. 79)
collected from various newspapers:

“Child’s Stool Great for Use in Garden”
“Stud Tires Out”

“Stiff Opposition Expected to Casketless Funeral Plan”
“Drunk Gets Nine Months in Violin Case”

“Iraqi Head Seeks Arms”

“Queen Mary Having Bottom Scraped”

“Columnist Gets Urologist in Trouble With His Peers”

What does it take to understand the double meanings and the underlying
humor in these headlines? The computational ability required to recognize these
double entendres is innate and universal, but the content of each—or rather, its
double content—and, more significantly, the fact that people find the phrases
funny, is a consequence of social learning. When we learn language, we also
become socialized into a cultural lexicon of concepts, how they fit together, and
what to think and feel about them. Through language we are able to participate
meaningfully with one another by attaching shared meanings and expectations to
persons, things, places, and events. Through language-based social interaction, we
learn culturally specific attitudes and responses, including the nuances of humor
and other social expressions.

In the title case from his well-known book The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a
Hat, neurologist Oliver Sacks (1987) describes a man who has retained his ability
for abstraction but has lost the “commonsensical” meaning of concepts used in
everyday conversation. While trying to figure out what is wrong with the man,
Sacks holds up a glove and asks him what he sees. The man studies it for a bit
and then declares that it appears to be “some sort of container with five out-
pouchings” (p. 14). Technically, this is an accurate description of the item. But is
it meaningful? Seeing is a matter of conceptualization, not just sensory perception.
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e Names '
are social concepts that we learn from others through interaction.

e We '
il Q?nngct the names or concepts with social categories and
ssitications (humans are categorical thinkers).

These categories and classification systems reflect cultural histories

and values.

Wheq we learn langgage, we are learning cultural value systems that
organize our perceptions and experiences.

We are rgostlx unaware of this process and tend to think of our concepts
and classifications as normal or even natural.

Stereotyping and prejudice can be usefully understood as a result of

linguistic categorization.

It's the Name, Not the Thing

Herbert Blumer is credited with first use of the term symbolic interactionism to
define the approach to the study of human behavior and society that we have been
discussing (Fine, 1990). Blumer (1969), who was a sociologist at the University of

California, Berkeley, suggested three basic premises:

Humans act toward a thing on the basis of the meaning they assign to

the thing.

2. Meanings are socially derived, which is to say that meaning is not
inherent in a state of nature. There is no absolute meaning. Meaning is
negotiated through interaction with others.

3. The perception and interpretation of social symbols are modified by the
individuals own thought processes. (p. 2)

When we make sense of a person, space, or occasion, we attach meaning to it.

a label, a cognitive-

This process is known as naming. Naming has three elements:
emotive evaluation, and an associated course of action. The conceptual names

we have for persons, spaces, and things include each of these three components.
Consider a round, hollow tube made of glass with a single closed end. We can
label or name it a “glass.” Glass is a fairly abstract term, and we might each be
imagining a different type of glass. Let’s say that we narrow the meaning of the
label by imposing additional classifications—for example, the glass has a stem
attached. This description suggests a wineglass, which we may evaluate subjectively
as, perhaps, an elegant sort of glass or a decadent sort of glass. Regardless of the

specific glass that each of us has in mind, we are in agreement as to its general
[ action toward the object that

purpose. That is, we know the associated course 0
we have labeled a glass: It is a container from which we can drink.

_ Philosophers, linguists, and social psychologists agree that to name something
is to know it. In the example above, of the man who could no longer identify a

Language Is a Cultural Institution 63



“glove” (due to damage to the language cen;erf of the brain), he could gjye Vagy.
algnstract descriptions but cquld not “recogmz.e‘ or'conc.'e.ptuahze‘ Common Objecy,
and people. Although nothing was wrong with his ability for sight, he, could p,
longer “see” things in a way {hat enabled him to comprehend their Meaning anq
share his observations meaningfully with others. As Oliver Sacks describes j, his
expressions were gibbedsh. ‘ e

This process of object identification is central to

human Perception g
appraisal. Humans name things and then res

pond according to the implications

I nature of the thing itse]f
VES 1Ot just a response to 4 stimulus by ,
en stimulus and response.

ey do not respond to the essentia
» we say that human behavior invol
process— ng—t

» In fact, yoy

did you hes-

aversion is not a direct
aversion to the name,

—a symbolic process
g ody as repul-

ourse of action




ations (e.
(e.g., they associate Spanish with Abuela and

te English with bei
ecades ago V:lct}:lobfmg at the store with Mama).
: ; ol administrators in the United States

g multi
urage dnﬁﬁfnguages }Nould be cognitively slower
grant families to speak only English at
who learn multiple

1l‘.al'trilt shows that children
- language use and more €O iti i
it il : gnitively flexible.
: ?1&hngUal environments tend to begin talking
e -:b presence of only one language—Dbecause
-but once the grammatical logic clicks into

‘1ﬁcaﬂon,
ocial Values
. but also the ideas and

learn language: they
i . Recall

dent of being directly in
ssifying into abstract sets:
i-es that certain

rns the gen-

eral classifi
ball,” in imita

tion of *

.on “What coloris'




words, they are learning not only what something is, but also how to valye ang
feel about it. it R

These associative clusters are the building blocks of linguistic competence gy

| for human survival. Most of what y,

cultural awareness, and they are essentia : :
know we know vicariously, which means we don't have to experience it direcy),
to understand the consequences. We associate the expected consequence with

iated with “very hot” and carries the expecty.

the concept itself. “Fire” is assocl e e
tion of being burned if we get too close. SayIng, Careful—fire!" is shorthand for
sociative clusters enable us tg

understanding this cluster of associations. These as :
communicate with one another beyond the here and now, to talk in generalities,

and to infer consequences in a shorthand manner that makes our existence more
safe, meaningful, and efficient. Early learning is largely a process of acquiring and
learning to manage associative clusters. Upon hearing a story about a scary lion,
a child associates lions with danger. Most human emotion is in response to these
learned associations, rather than in response to direct experience. Children learn

to be afraid of lions without actually encountering one.
ification and are quickly able to recognize

Children are fascinated with classi
the signs or characteristics for within-category classification (e.g., the difference
between a fire truck and a mail truck) as well as associative clusters for making

these distinctions (fire trucks are red and loud). Along the way, they are learn-
ing cultural values and recipes for behavior: “Fire trucks help us,” “Quiet voice
ay” Children are sponges in absorbing

indoors,” “Strangers are scary—stay aw;
these associations, which is the key to cultural competency and vicarious learning.

This process is central to human development. It also results in early imprinting of
attitudes and prejudices that are considered “natural” or commonsense and may
go unexamined as we move through our lives. Its worth keeping in mind that
much of what we consider commonsense is rooted in the early linguistic associa-
tions we were exposed to and not necessarily rooted in direct experience.

Through language, we learn to classify people, places, experiences, and events
in culturally specific ways. We learn that humans can be old, young, big, small,
short, tall, fat, thin, brown, white, and so forth. Each of these “names” includes
emotive-evaluative components and behavioral cues that reflect cultural categories
and hierarchies (e.g., calling someone “fat” in this culture has a very different set of
associations than “thin.”) By studying the values and emotions embedded in asso-
ciative clusters and systems of classification, we can learn a great deal about the
way in which culture—through language—shapes individuals’ attitudes, feelings
ar;]c} l;ehavicc;r. Thebpower t?f language is not simply in words but in the n’lanner in’
which words can be combi i iati
which we often take :soconllrrlr?gntsirz:ai‘iffl:igft'se;cs:i:If;11'1 e?fllng- ey entions

; ivisions, not natural ones.

Cultural Values and Hierarchies
Are Reflected in Language

- C:rrslﬁderlthg ;vords “baghelor” and “spinster.” Each term refers to an unmar-
person, classified according to gender. In other words, the existence of the two

66 Part Il , Language and Social Development



s that English is a gendered language. The content indicates
uficant social classification: We organize social relations in
ion, the division is binary, and different values are assigned
lines. Consider further, are the terms “bachelor” and “spin-
y convey the same meaning for the different genders? What
each term? Typically, “bachelor” is associated with “free,”
I positive connotations. Most especially, “bachelor” con-
rast, “spinster” conjures up images of a dour old maid
certainly is not desirable. This is an example of a
edly parallel terms that reflect underlying cultural
Ahe two terms are shorthand for cultural ideals
ency and much less pressure for marriage to
ted asymmetry is “stud” and “slut.” Here’s
1 as “Mrs.” and unmarried women as “Miss.”
married men? Contemporary English doesn'
e absence of a parallel term for men tell us
to the cultural significance of marriage? The
a central identity for women, less so for
here indicate not only that our culture is
i tules for sexuality and marriage
the study of the cultural values and
il |
1guage to be a sexist language: Gender
L structures, and the associations
T markedly for men and women.
al intentions not to be sexist, you
y on the basis of gender. And not
ues associated with gendered
better, is freer, and has more
. LS
ormal and informal rela-
meone, you use different
g to the other (whether
son, the pronoun is
h speakers learn-
ggle to make the
1se when? Within
ed to these
development—
Kinship is
Indian
T they are
nts, [hey
ternal

pronouns. In En;
they are our boss

Institution




rms for the same set of granq_

; up using . nificance of matrilineal vergy,
e The Cousmsr:;jmsplhe sl z/l%:g:r:nese speakers, for example
" it he cu : ‘
parents. 1hﬁ ‘}l‘gtiln another division is age. whether they are older or younger
iy Iln[€ ¢ 1s of address depending o1
use different torm

than the person with whom they rlea :g;zl;iogn embedded within English is race,
guistic ¢

B ; ; everal aspects of rac.-

Another SIgmflcgnlll;';é Richard B. Moore describes rslt sy dznce Pitssrs
» written in ' like innoce ’

In an essay Wrilte m

i .ch. Although it may se€ .
isgh regzi[ﬁi lcI:)llfnlzgsl;;}:bolism isg embedded throughout the languag
obServ

different t€

and black as negative is pervasive“ }i)nd
: ' :
lture “Good guys” wear white hats and ride whl}lt;ehc:ires:isl,s i
Ou;s?’uwear black hats and ride black horses. Angels are white,

black. The definition of black includes “evil, wickectll,esslsnfililln.O.C.e g
the definition of white includes “morally pure, SpOt€ss,
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i s an illus-
For those who are dubious, Moore offers the following Play En words a
tration of the prevalence of the negative associations of “black”™

Some may blackly (angrily) accuse me of trying to blacken (defamg?

the English language, to give it a black eye (mark of shame) by writing
such black words (hostile). [They| may accuse me of being blackhearted
(malevolent), of having a black outlook (pessimistic) on life, of being

a blackguard (scoundrel) . . . who will be blackballed (ostracized) by
being placed on a blacklist (list of undesirables).

In addition to the negative color symbolism, Moore notes the heavily weighted
cultural judgment in the differential use (more common when he was writing)
accorded to “colored” people who are ‘good” and “know their place” in contrast
with “Black” people who are perceived as “uppity” and “threatening.” English i
heavy with what Moore calls “loaded words” that reflect a racist Eurocémric:g hi -
2:25:’?{(“'6&1% }?re taughtl that Columbus “discovered” America and that ,I\I“a,ltil\:
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Juding his essay, Moore observes:

: egﬂli"e language infects the subconscious of most Western people from
he time they first learn to speak. Prejudice is not merely imparted or
posed. It is metabolized into the bloodstream of society.

wrote this essay 45 years ago, and it may be tempting to argue that we

h more culturally aware of the racism reflected in our language. Terms
" and “uncivilized” may indeed be less common and more open to
ue, but consider the ways in which ideals such as the “rightness of

its corresponding middle-class cultural values are still present,

itical terms such as “homeless,” “underclass,” “underdeveloped,”
deprived.” Similar terminolo

gy abounds for people living with dis-
ople who are aging. Linguistically, our language reveals a cultural
are able-bodied, employed, middle-class, youthful, Christian,
llenge yourself to think of more asymmetries and common-

ct these value-laden and hierarchical social divisions.
g7

ame title, social linguists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson
y in which language reflects cultural values (Reading 5).
ic conceptual systems, especially metaphors, play a
eryday realities. Metaphors are an important aspect of
We perceive, attend to, organize, and evaluate our experi-
aphors provide a frame for the situation. The well-known
onveys a deeply held American value for productiy-
ur long history of capitalism. Related metaphorical
ne wisely” and “That’s a waste of time” implore us to
we need to manage carefully. When we are with a
time” with them. Try substituting “sharing time”
“I enjoyed sharing time with you?”
us to think about the broad cultural values
or. As with associative clusters, we learn these
ich about them or the ways in which they
mples Lakoff and Johnson discuss are com-
e. They observe that our metaphors for
attacked my perspective,” “My points
le—anyone could shoot you down.”
1 this metaphor, but, as Lakoff and
p to think in terms of competition
ng, cooperating with, and learning
we look at how social structures
the situation. Putting together
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reflects the cultural geography of northern nights and a general
phasis on radiance in home and community.
0s, Japanese psychiatrist Takeo Doi wrote a book called The Anatomy
t,,«;he described the Japanese concept of amae. Amae is central to
t both is a noun and takes several verb forms), but there is no
W}M. The closest translation is “indulgence” or to “indulgence
le request f°}' help or support.” While doing a psychiatric resi-
ites, Doi was unsettled by what he observed as indifferent or
BRIDLIE his fellow (American) doctors when patients behaved
_ enee“d fqr attention; the Americans were dismissing these
trying to get attention.” On reflection, Doi realized
aviors would be understood within the framework of
be loved. In this desire, people may make seemingly
a grown child might ask another adult for help with
grants the request, its amae. The cultural and emo-
f “indulgence” (which has a negative association of
monious cooperation in supporting someone’s need.
apan, amae is understood not so much as a dec-
u to help me”) as an attempt to regain control
When you grant me my request, my agency and
”). Doi was saddened but what he observed to be
hiatric patients, and he explained this senti-
essarily” as part of the American psyche and
the absence of a concept that is so prevalent
re lexicon around amae, including spe-
y can confidently expect amae. Imagine
casion and that there is a cultural struc-
find your footing again without feeling
che and reflected linguistically.
' Tikuna offer another example of lan-
eir focus is on the demise of a richly
1ality among Indigenous peoples.
s gender roles and sexual practices
e the Indigenous sexual termi-
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and histories become unknown.
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with the category. As a result, you may overlook the fine print inhthe mw?r[:s);éh:;
says “formal wear only” and then feel embarrassed when you show up
in. ;

pum&hgcr (1990) tells the story of a man on a scavenger hunt who is llookmg {_‘I’r
an item on his list described as a piece of wood measuring 80 by' 36 inches. He
asks neighbors to search their sheds and garages, any place thgy might have SoTlle
spare wood lying around, but no one is able to help ‘him. I._ater in the day, th V\{ah s
by a lumberyard and notices some doors stacked in a pile. In a ﬂa;h of insig t,
he measures them and realizes that a standard door is an 80-by-36-inch plec.e.of
wood. As Langer explains, we don't tend to think of things in terms of the quahugs
they consist of—we make quick categorical assignments and then think qnly in
terms of the category (in this case, a door is a door, not an 80-by-36-inch piece of
wood). Socks are socks, mittens are mittens, and so forth.

Cognitively, categorical thinking is necessary for us to make it through the
day and to communicate with others. When we name something, we categorize
it and then know what to expect. We conceptualize the category and associated
expectations, and we behave accordingly. Preparing for “class” has a different cat-
egorical recipe than preparing for a “funeral.” Knowing which is which is how we
organize our lives. The problem, as Langer suggests, is that we become mindless
and lose our ability to “think outside the box” of our associations for the category.
Another implication of mindless categorization is jumping to conclusions based
on general features of the category. Langer calls this premature cognitive commit-
ment. In my classes, I tell students 'm doing a memory test and then read them
a list of 13 words: “drowsy,” “tired,” “slumber,” “snore,” “quiet,” “rest,” “snooze,”
“bed,” “drift,” “eat,” “dream,” “float,” “sheep.” I then ask them to write down as
many of the words as they can remember. I read the list back and ask how many
they wrote down correctly. Some recall 10; the average recall is 7 or 8. Someone
always asks, “Was ‘sleep’ on the list?” Without reading back, were you thinking
“sleep” was in the list too? Every time I do this exercise, most people write down
“sleep” as one of the first words they recall. Why is this, when it’s not on the list?
Its because memory is both categorical and generative. When trying to make sense
of our environment, we look for general categorical clues and then generate or cre-
ate the associated category for naming (and recalling) the item, person, or event.
After hearing a few words, your mind leaps to the association “sleep” as the central
concept under which to group the words. You open a mental file called “sleep” and
store the words in it. You likely recall “sheep” and “eat” because they are outliers
to the category you just created—they don't fit, so they float around. You're less
likely to recall all the other sleep words, because you lumped them together under
“sleep” and now they’re just background.

Not only are we mindless, and imperfect recorders of our environment, but
also we make things up. Langer (1990) defines mindlessness as unthinkingly using
a few symbolic cues to fill in the blanks, Specifically, once we've settled on a cate-
gorical association (i.e., naming), we are likely to “recall” features associated with
the category and ignore details that don fit the category. We do this because it’s

Language Is a Cultural Institution

73



74

and so that we don’t have g -
We navigate our way thrOugh i Ose

according to socially learneq C; b

es us well. We can be emcienl;rie.

efficient (Langer calls us “cognitive misers”)

attention to everything in our environment.
making categorical assessments and responding
he most part, this serv

sponding associations. For t ! T
our thinking, and we don't have to experience everything irectly in order to kyq,
what the situation requires of us. When you enter a classroom, for example, the
category classroom implies a particular set of behaviors, roles, and expectations, y,,,
fall into a behavioral response that is routine, or mindless. lWhen walking down 1h,
street, we classify people according to their type of clothing, posture, age, and s
on. Based on these cues, we make quick assessments based on categorical associ,.
tions (e.g., white, well-dressed, older, gray hair = gent}emar} = sgfe). We do this iy,
the blink of an eye and largely without thinking about it. This ability for categorica)

associative thinking enables us to move quickly and effigiently through our daily
encounters. It also means that most of our behavior is guided by stereotypes.

Stereotypes and Default Assumptions
¢ has studied the implications of our reliance on

cognitive categorization through learned social classifications—in pthef words,
stereotyping. This is the way humans think and make sense of the stimuli around
us. We use a general naming process (categorization) to assign meaning to people,
things, and events and then form judgments and behave accordingly. And, for the
most part, we do this mindlessly. Much of the time, our stereotypical assessments
are relatively accurate and provide us with recognizable routines for navigating the
environment. The problem is that once we lock into a category or stereotype, we
are likely to enhance (or even make up) details that fit the stereotype and possibly
overlook information that would prompt us to reconsider our initial assessment.
For instance, when people are briefly shown pictures of a woman sitting in a
restaurant and told she is a “librarian” and then asked what details they recall, they
tend to respond with stereotypical details (e.g., wearing glasses, has a book). In
one experiment, the woman is not wearing glasses, but respondents almost always
remember her wearing glasses. Wearing glasses fits the associative cluster or the
stereotype of “librarian.”

Memory and perception are unreliable, because we are so dependent on ste-
reotypical thinking. In a book on how to be more mindful, Langer (1990) advises
us to become familiar with the unexamined associations that make up much of our
early learning and to practice being more discerning in our everyday interactions.
Langer has applied her insights into later-in-life care for persons who are aging.
She notes t}.lat a stereotypical approach to the “elderly” is to assume physical and
lr::gt;: Szlﬁrrll: Z‘},l:rsle' ?sumpti,oqs rgsult in care environments that may actually
i },]as ; if it wasn't 1nev1tabl§ (See Part VI on self-fulfilling proph-
ecies). Langer has a vocated for changes in these environments that reframe the
patients” as “residents” living in their “homes” and capable of caring for things
(nurturing plants and pets, for instance). i

Throughout her career, Lange
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Douglas Hofstadter (1986) is another scholar who writes about stereotypi-
ing. He discusses what he calls default assumptions. Default assumptions
aceived notions about the likely state of affairs—what we assume to be
> absence of specific information. Given no other information, when I
ecretary,” you are likely to assume the secretary is a woman, because
nd “secretary” are associated stereotypically. In the absence of specific
rely on the stereotype as a default assumption for filling in the
umptions have a tendency, in Hofstadter’s words, to “perme-
representations and channel our thoughts” (p. 137). For instance,
“cat,” “dog,” and “chases,” you are likely to think first of a dog

ction of cultural associations and stereotypes.
the way we use language. The phrase “my Black
ption that, all else being equal, the speaker
)t expect the physician to be Black. A qualifier
xpected default assumption. Similarly, consider
ial and ethnic labeling. Anglo-Americans rarely
the default assumption, in the absence of a
is that an American is Anglo and white.
because Anglo and white is assumed to be
lefault assumptions is that, in addition to
-associations tend to include notions such
ly desirable.” In other words, default
taken-for-granted cultural hierarchies,

In 1954, psychologist Gordon

at became a landmark in
everyday cognitive functioning.
acist.” This is my phrase, not
vith the discussion here. Our
v up in. When we learn the

ge Is a Cultural Institution



he naming process), We are learning 1n i tohn]y the name, b,

the na : .~ternalize these meanings
ltural assog;zftions (associative clusters)- v::eltr;:e - ders[agn c;iirl;d
A ultural ideals, an they becotrl= Hion that denotes speci 8
= correspondlélg Ch rs. Language is 4 cultural msutuh i 1anguapeqﬁc

others. when e,
gcf)cci);rzfat‘sfseisﬁsgions and hierarchies. I Ot}::svg?;i%ple -nd we attach valuss a\:g

. iati 0 ’ )
> divisions for differentiating 8 .. ; stereotypical

et dmtsllgg: roupings. These social divisions becocr)?t:l’lose aro)g)nd uscate_
JUd.gerTn;su;Oeverydi' cognitive processes of makmlg ser::: e , Vevre
s hrough stereotypical frames: The 1esS W& 1 per-
respond to thefh L1 5 interpret them sereotypically. As we have seen,
sonally, the more hkgl}' we are tczi e orell as sexist), which means that
U.S. English linguistic culture is deeply ng—when they encounter

meaning of thin

the stereotypical thinki

Lol i ) will be racist. Allport observed that

le who are not white (white = normal). _ _
F}fi?r:civzl prejudice would be particularly high among thqse in QOmmant group
judice, this group would

ven their pre
likely to encounter

positions (ie., white people), because, gl
be unmotivated to engage across group (lim
insights that might challenge their prejudices. : : .
Allport’s theory was very robust when he wrote it, and it helped explain the
strong fear and resistance among white groups to the civil rights movement. For
al reactions based on unexam-

Allport, overcoming prejudice—negative emotion
ined stereotypical categories—Tequires gaining more accurate information about

other groups and effectively debunking stereotypes. Allport was not naive; he
didn't think this could happen overnight, and he realized that stereotypes have a
tendency to become self-fulfilling. We treat people based on our preconceptions,
regardless of how inaccurate, and end up creating a corresponding reality. Think
about this in regard to contemporary movements, such as #BlackLivesMatter
motivated by well-documented prejudicial treatment of Black, Indigenous anci
other people of color by law-enforcement officers. What has cha;lged in the n’earl
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of the things we deem undesirable, unclean. impure, and undeserﬁng. Further,
we carry an entire structure of social differentiation and hierarchies in our hea_ds
through our language, and yet we’re largely unaware of this. We are bea}sts with
stories on our backs (or in our heads). These culturally learned stories direct our
attention and perception, they guide our organization and evaluation of experi-
ence, and they shape our memories and later recall. Importantly, they enable us to
share (communicate) with one another—we wouldn't, couldn’t be human without
them. These storylines also trap us into preconceived stereotypical categories of
thought and judgment that can be personally limiting and also deeply prejudicial.

The material in this section provides you with tools for comprehending and
dismantling deeply rooted and largely unconscious structures of oppression. The
limits and inequities of our culture are in our collective linguistic bloodstream,
coursing through our everyday thoughts and encounters. The promise of this
material is that we are generative creatures, We have the capacity to consciously
examine the structure and content of our received stories; to investigate and refute
stereotypes that reflect inaccurate and prejudiced associative clusters; to think
more carefully about the default assumptions we hold and the social divisions

they reflect and reinforce. We are language-based creatures, and we can generate
new lines of thought and engagement.
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