
Make a precis of the following passage, and also suggest a suitable title. (15+5=20 marks) 

Language is a defining trait of human beings. While other animals have communication 

systems, only humans have complex, symbolic languages—over 6,000 of them! Human 

language makes it possible to teach and learn, to plan and think abstractly, to coordinate our 

efforts, and even to contemplate our own demise. Linguistic anthropologists ask questions like: 

How did language first emerge? How has it evolved and diversified over time? How has 

language helped us succeed as a species? How can language convey one’s social identity? How 

does language influence our views of the world? If you speak two or more languages, you may 

have experienced how language affects you. For example, in English, we say: “I love you.” But 

Spanish speakers use different terms—te amo, te adoro, te quiero, and so on—to convey 

different kinds of love: romantic love, platonic love, maternal love, etc. The Spanish language 

arguably expresses more nuanced views of love than the English language. 

One intriguing line of linguistic anthropological research focuses on the relationship between 

language, thought, and culture. It may seem intuitive that our thoughts come first; after all, we 

like to say: “Think before you speak.” However, according to the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (also 

known as linguistic relativity), the language you speak allows you to think about some things 

and not others. When Benjamin Whorf (1897-1941) studied the Hopi language, he found not 

just word-level differences, but grammatical differences between Hopi and English. He wrote 

that Hopi has no grammatical tenses to convey the passage of time. Rather, the Hopi language 

indicates whether or not something has “manifested.” Whorf argued that English grammatical 

tenses (past, present, future) inspire a linear sense of time, while Hopi language, with its lack of 

tenses, inspires a cyclical experience of time. Some critics, like German-American linguist 

Ekkehart Malotki, refute Whorf’s theory, arguing that Hopi do have linguistic terms for time and 

that a linear sense of time is natural and perhaps universal. At the same time, Malotki 

recognized that English and Hopi tenses differ, albeit in ways less pronounced than Whorf 

proposed. 

 


