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Essay

Incarcerated in language?
Jherr Daven F. Velasco

One of the exceptional facets that make our species as humans unique is language.
Zagada (2020) remarks that people have a long history of treating words merely as la-
bels for objects, and language was thought of only as a way to string words together in
order to share ideas, feelings, and concepts. But language is more than that. Boroditsky
(2017) describes language as “one of [the] magical abilities that we humans have”
(0:17) which facilitates our capacity to transmit even our most complex thoughts to one
another by making sounds and signs that our peers can decipher and understand—
eliciting emotions, imagination, and subsequent action in the process. Not only is lan-
guage an important tool for communication, but it is also a vessel for the culture of
the society that speaks it (Lumen Learning, n.d.). According to Eberhard et al. (2022),
recent linguistic data reveal that there are 7,151 documented languages in the world
which, by the above postulations, means that there are also more than 7,000 cultures
and beliefs embedded in them.

Language accomplishes several different functions which give it chief importance in
our lives. However, amidst these, it is also worth emphasizing that language is also
not a perfect tool that ensures successful thought transmission when we use it to com-
municate with other people. Gleitman and Papafragou (2012) most notably remarked
that “language is sketchy, thought is rich” (p. 636) due to various reasons including
the pervasive ambiguity of words and sentences, contextually reliant pronouns and
indexicals despite the specificity of their underlying referents, and incompleteness of
thought/proposition linguistic encoding.

Perhaps, one example of the sketchiness of language is exemplified by the very ques-
tion asked for this think piece: “Do you feel imprisoned in your own languages?” For
me, it can have two readings and interpretations based on what version of the hypoth-
esis of linguistic relativity we follow:

• There is the strong version which says that language determines thought
(Kihlstrom & Park, 2018). Subscribing to this version raises the question of
whether or not language imprisons me because it prohibits me to have thoughts
about concepts that are not encoded in my language. Any other idea that is
indescribable of the systems, vocabularies, and features my language has cannot
exist. Hence, in this view, language is a thought prison.

• On the other hand, the weak version of linguistic relativity, which states that lan-
guage simply influences thought (Harbeck, 2018), may provoke one to think that
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language imprisons me because it limits the ways I can communicate and express
myself to other people due to the restrictions it imposes on my perceptual expe-
riences and worldview. In this view, language is a transmission and perception
prison.

It should be noted that academics have already refuted the strong version of the
linguistic relativity hypothesis (see Fogarty & Whitman, 2018; Frothingham, 2022;
Harbeck, 2018; Kihlstrom & Park, 2018; Martin, 1986; Nordquist, 2019). However, as
scholars are more accepting of the possible influences of language in thought, I will be
anchoring my response in the second interpretation of the question.

Do you feel imprisoned in your own languages?

One of the biggest realizations I had upon reading the materials that deeply scrutinize
ethnolinguistic concepts is how limited my view of the world is, and I believe a ma-
jor part of that is because of the languages (and the consequent cultures embedded in
them) that I use. It is with this premise that I answer with an affirmative to the question
posed by this think piece. However, to make things clearer, I feel that it would be more
accurate if from here on forward, I use the phrase limited by rather than imprisoned in
my own languages due to the nuance that being “imprisoned” renders me in a state
of total arrest with great inability to do anything, compared to the connotations of be-
ing limited which still allows me to act beyond the said linguistic shackles, albeit with
certain disadvantages and impediments that make it more challenging to do so.

As a compound bilingual who is fluent in both Tagalog and English, I enjoy ac-
cess to and feel a certain kind of belonging to the worlds and cultures that speak
these languages. According to Boroditsky (2011), bilinguals not only have a more ex-
tensive connection with the world and its societies, but are also able to perceive the
world differently depending on the language they choose to use. In addition to this,
Nacamulli (2015) shares that bilingualism also gives the brain remarkable advantages
including higher grey matter density in the brain which translates to more neurons and
synapses, alongside heightened activity in certain regions when a second language is
engaged. This purportedly helps in delaying the onset of neurodegenerative diseases
like Alzheimer’s and dementia.

Yet, even if being bilingual gives me benefits in these areas, I still cannot deny the
feeling of restraint when dealing with views, ideas, and concepts outside English and
Tagalog. These limitations brought by the languages I speak manifested as difficulties
in my understanding of the world the speakers of the languages I study have. For
instance, when I was studying Korean as a foreign language, I remember being so as-
tonished by the seven speech levels in their language. As someone who uses mostly
English in university and even at home, I was so confused by the levels of politeness
that they have to learn especially when my languages do not have intricate systems that
affect the morphology of a language to reflect the level of politeness that needs to be
expressed. In Korean, there originally are about seven or eight verbal endings that vary
in terms of politeness whose usage is required in different contexts (Asia Society, n.d.;
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Jang, 2020). Though the number of Korean speech levels has declined to about four to
six still in use today as a natural consequence of the country no longer being a strict
class society, it still was confounding enough for me to study, especially as Tagalog just
mainly uses po and opo, while English only needs to drop slang terms and avoid the use
of personal pronouns to establish linguistic formality.

In addition, other circumstances that made these linguistically induced limitations
evident to me include moments when I encounter words or concepts with no direct
translation to either Tagalog or English. Some examples I found fascinating when I
first heard them include the German term Schadenfreude (which has already entered the
English lexicon) defined as “the joy one feels at another person’s pain” (Slauer, 2019,
para. 14), alongside the Arabic phrase ya’aburnee which literally means “you bury me”
(Belcher, 2021, para. 3) often used to tell the person one hopes to die first as living with-
out them would be too painful to bear. In addition, I also found the Spanish concept of
time intriguing. This is because the Spanish language designates different time frames
when one is to greet buenos días ‘good morning’ (used from around 6:00 to 14:00), bue-
nas tardes ‘good afternoon’ (used from around 14:00 to 21:00), and buenas noches ‘good
night’ (used beyond 21:00) (ProfeDeELE, 2017). I remember asking my Spanish profes-
sor about why this is the case, and she explained that this is rooted in the usual time
the sun rises and sets in Spain which not only affected how they greet each other but
also influenced how they live (as my professor said that they also start their day later
in Spain than here in the Philippines).

These are just some subjective examples that brought me to answer “yes” to the
query of whether I feel imprisoned in my own languages, with the belief that languages
limit the perceptual experiences and influence the consequent worldview carried by a
person. I specifically avoided using the term imprisoned as it gives certain connota-
tions about the belief that language is primarily deterministic—that one cannot have
thoughts outside of it if its systems cannot accommodate them. This decision also re-
flects my hope and desire that even if language limits the ways by which we navigate
the world, we are still in control of broadening our visions because it is possible if we
really want to. We just have to let languages, those that we do not speak, teach and
guide us.
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