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LANGUAGE AWARENESS II 
 
IN THE BEGINNING IS, ONCE AGAIN, THE WORD   
 
If you can name it you can see it 
 
During childhood, as you take in your mother tongue, you learn to name the things of the world.  
 
Do you?  
 
If you had been born in the middle of a forest and had never seen the world beyond your forest, you’d 
be able to name every tree and bush, but you wouldn’t have a word for ‘forest’ and perhaps not for 
‘tree’, either. And yet forests and trees are “things”, aren’t they?  
 
If you come from a snow-deprived area and learn Finnish as an adult, you might not pay attention to 
words like kinos (snowdrift/heap of snow), hanki (crusted snow), sohjo (icy slush) and loska (watery 
slush). You’ll probably learn the general term for snow (lumi) and overuse it. And yet kinos, hanki 
and sohjo represent very real  “things” for the Finns. 
 
Snow on the ground in Finnish and Italian 

 
 
In my dream diary I have peculiar entries like “clear, strong, yellowish feeling”. I have no words to 
describe feelings that have no name, although they are very real for me. I can't  even label them as 
positive or negative and shortly after waking up I forget what they felt like. Our culture is quite 
inarticulate on matters of feelings and emotions. We can name only a few, elementary feelings like 
fear, elation and envy and ignore intermediate and advanced ones. 
 
Do names describe things that are already there? Or do they shape things that are not yet there?  
 
When you learn your mother tongue, you learn how to split your experience of the world into discrete 
parts. You learn which of them have a name. Things that have a name exist, you take them for granted, 
they seem natural and feel right. Some parts of the continuum are not isolated and named. They never 
become “things”and remain, nameless, in the background. You might look at them, but you don’t see 
them. 
 
The things you can’t name might have a name in a language different from your own and be taken for 
granted by all those who share that language and the culture it represents. Peoples from different 
cultures divide up the continuum of experience into different chunks: the “things” of their worlds.  
 
Besides outlining the “things”, language associates them with each other and attaches a value to them. 
Tea lights are no tea lights and teaspoons are just little spoons in a culture where all the tea in China 
leaves people cold.  
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Some people believe in the existence of good and evil spirits, they see them and talk with them. In a 
society where everyone take spirits for granted, people attribute most of their problems to the evil 
spirits. We call our evil spirits ‘psychoses’. We don’t see our psychoses and do not talk with them, but 
we think they are real and laugh at the people who call them ‘evil spirits’.  
 
A shaman is a well integrated psychotic, in a society that accepts a certain kind of madness and puts it 
to good use, a madman is an marginalized shaman in a society that has no use for madness. 
 
Language maps your world, it wires your brains and makes you a member of a society whose view of 
the world you share automatically and unquestioningly – until you learn to question it. Of course you 
might never learn to question it, but I do hope you will! 
 
Learning a new language and coming to grips with a culture different from your own can lead you to 
question your view of the world. You will realize, very dimly at first, that what is true, natural and 
self-evident for you is not necessarily so for other people. You can stick to your limits and conclude 
that you are right and other people are wrong. Alternatively, you can realize that all worldviews are 
just ways to see the world. 
 
Rich and poor languages 
 
In English you can tell sepia from sienna, the Amazonian Piraha people have no words at all for 
colours and numbers (http://www.crystalinks.com/piraha.html). It is an open question whether they 
are aware of colours or not, but apparently they won’t learn to count, in spite of researchers’ attempts 
to teach them. Peoples like the Pirahas might have many things to teach us, but anthropologists and 
missionaries can only see what the “primitive people” lack, not what they have. They might have 
categories for which there are no words in English, French or Spanish. In the researchers’ world 
hierarchies are taken for granted: the scholar asks questions and the “primitives” answer. The 
researchers interpret the answers relying on the same categories that were used to formulate the 
questions. Did the “primitives” know why those questions were asked? How did they interpret them? 
We’ll never know. The Pirahas have no chances to ask us questions, study us or teach us, not because 
their language is “poorer” than ours, but because they are poorer than us. Those who have no money 
and power get studied like animals in the wild.  
 
I don’t believe that any language is poorer or richer than any other. Some have more words and 
simpler structures, some have more complex structures and fewer words. You can express the same 
thing in language A by conjugating a verb and in language B by modifying a noun. Every language 
can express all the things its users need to express.  
 
Of awe, mysticism and old age 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
from fear to admiration in English and Finnish 
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Nothing can overawe a Finn: ‘awe’ translates in Finnish as either  pelko (fear) or kunnioitus 
(respect/admiration). ‘Awe’ can’t be translated, it can only be explained (perhaps…). The Italian for 
‘awe’ is timore reverenziale, a clumsy expression that doesn’t fit smoothly anywhere. ‘Awe’ and 
‘poise’ (verb and noun) are my favourite untranslatable English words. If you think that the ancient 
Japanese, the contemporary Mongolians or the Native Americans are “strange” it is mostly because of 
untranslatable words and idioms. Translators do their best, but language and culture are two faces of 
the same coin, you can’t translate a whole culture in order to make a few words understandable. Each 
language and culture has an unfailing inner logic that often gets lost in translation. When faced with 
names like ‘Snow on Her’, ‘Sitting Bull’ or ‘Crazy Horse’, please stop to think that although they 
sound funny once translated, they sounded perfectly normal in the grammatical and cultural system 
where they belonged. 
 
If you try to say in Finnish that a religious attitude does not imply holding specific beliefs, you end up 
saying that a belief system does not imply specific beliefs. ‘Religion’ corresponds to uskonto, which 
comes from the verb uskoa, to believe. The latin word’s etymology is ambiguous: does religio come 
from relegere, to select/separate, or from religare, to bind (again)? Ambiguity adds depth to this 
elusive concept. Uskonto is a more mundane word, it refers to the mental act of believing something. 
It points neither to the social aspects of institutional religion nor to the cosmic interconnectedness felt 
by people who have a spiritual attitude. What’s the Finnish for ‘spiritual attitude’? Henki means both 
breath and spirit, but henkinen means mental1 and hengellinen refers to the moral and theological 
doctrines of the local churches.  
 
Most Finns can speak English, but they may never isolate spiritual as a category of its own, as 
different from mental, psychological, moral or churchly. Those who do isolate spirituality call it 
henkisyys – and get misunderstood by the majority. How about mysticism? Mystinen (adj) in the 
everyday usage means ‘strange’. A mystikko (noun) is interested in … strange things?If you have a 
religious, a spiritual or a mystical attitude in Finland, you are well advised to keep it to yourself.  
 
On the other hand, it is never too late for new insights: it took me 20 years to see the difference 
between hanki and lumi, even if the former had been squeaking under my boots for winters on end.  
 
Old and young are conceptualized differently in the land of crusted snow and in that of raw garlic. In 
Finland you are supposed to start working as a schoolchild and leave home as soon as you are 18. A 
12 year old is a teini-ikäinen, an adolescent, and a 16 year old is considered aikuinen, an adult. In Italy 
you can stay with your parents all your life, a 13 year old is a child, at 18 you are an adolescent, at 35 
you are considered a young adult and at 70 you are not yet old. In Finland you are considered old at 
50 and a useless burden for the young, dynamic and competitive Finnish society from the moment you 
retire. Average life expectancy is shorter in Finland (79,2 years) than Italy (81,77 years). 
(www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2102rank.html). 

 
Are lifecycles affected by the way they are conceptualized? Or are they conceptualized differently 
because of social, biological and environmental differences? Perhaps the answer to both questions is 
yes. Beliefs, biology and language shape each other, they are parts of a system.  
 
The idea of circular causality and systems of interconnected units does not fit in the Newtonian, 
mechanistic worldview that most of us inhabit. After all our European mind thinks and speaks in a 
newtonian way: our systems of adverbials and verbs’ tenses describe a Newtonian reality with only 3 
dimensions, where time and space are absolutes and things affect one another only if they are 
contiguous in time and space. In order to overcome these limitations we have to stretch language to 
the limit and use the holy paradoxes of the mystics. 
                                                 
1 Spirit is often used in English, too, as a synonym of mind, while in German there is no word for ‘mind’, so 
Geist , i.e. spirit, is used instead.  
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Perhaps the Pirahas, who apparently have no past tense in their language, inhabit a circular reality, but 
they are not in a position to explain that to us. 
 
Those who have power in the world can impose their worldview and language on those who have no 
power, therefore the whole world subscribes to the same kind of reality, in spite of changing  
philosophical and political trends. There is much room for different ideas within the same worldview: 
you can attach different values to the things that you can see and imagine, without changing their 
position in your map of the world.  
 
The newtonian worldview seems to work in everyday matters, but it was proven wrong in the 1960s. 
New science and new philosophy have left it behind, so we’d better get used to the idea of going 
beyond it, and extending our worldview to include “things of the world” that we have never seen.  
 
Enhancing language awareness, i.e. the awareness of the crucial role of language in defining reality, 
can help us move on. 
 
Language awareness 
 
Language awareness has been growing rapidly in the last decades: the epoch making “turn to 
language” in psychology and social sciences has replaced the individual with language as the focus of 
analysis. Language is understood, of course, in the broadest possible meaning, as a socially shared 
system of symbols that is the creator and the preserver of identity, social roles, social relations and 
knowledge. And it is social action. Talking is establishing power relations while negotiating turn-
taking, while interrupting or listening, agreeing and disagreeing... Some language researchers go so 
far as to deny the existence of mind, thought and the individual itself. I am not such an extremist, I 
still think that there is mind behind language. I believe this because I sometimes have that 
undescribable intuition of a “bare idea” that just is, a millisecond before it starts unravelling itself as 
discourse. This happens to me because I use several languages and my thoughts need a millisecond to 
decide in which language they want to manifest themselves. If you use only one language and have no 
linguistic curiosity, as often is the case with the anglophone scholars, your ideas and thoughts just 
dawn on you as words.  
 
So in my opinion you exist and language limits you, but only through language, can language be 
analyzed and questioned. The awareness of the limits of the chances we have to overcome them is the 
other side of what I call language awareness. 
 
Fostering language awareness is paramount in my humble job as a language teacher. I don’t care 
about teaching Italian or promoting Italian culture abroad. Let Spaghetti and Fellini take care of 
themselves. If my mother tongue were Swahili, I’d teach Swahili with the same agenda: shedding 
light on language, the builder of worlds. This implies digging into pragmatics (the social side of 
linguistic structures), deconstructing prejudices and facilitating the understanding of different 
viewpoints on reality.  
 
Constructing the world 
 
With the possible exception of a few unrepentant positivists, hardly anyone believes that the world is 
exactly as we see it.  
 
By unrepentant positivist I mean someone who is happy with the newtonian worldview. (S)he 
believes that all is measurable and explainable, and for her/him the basic, common sense assumptions 
about existence and knowledge are unproblematic. From a positivist viewpoint the only function of 
language is exchanging information about reality. All that a positivist can see, and therefore all that 
exists, is matter. Matter obeys precise, mechanical laws, and, in the fullness of time, the quantitative 
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methods of “positive science” (laboratory experiments, surveys and statistics) will make it possible to 
understand all the laws of matter, explain all phenomena and solve all problems of mankind.  
 
You might want to ask unrepentant positivists where are the mechanical laws of matter and whether 
they are made of matter, too. But diehard positivists don’t waste their time with such philosophical 
questions, they allegedly deal with “hard facts”.  
 
The positivistic ideology, that shares with many religions the faith in a golden future, was dominant 
during the modern era By modern era I don’t mean here and now, I mean the period of time between 
the industrial revolution and the uncertainty principle, more or less 1800-1920. Positivism is still with 
us, but it is no longer the one and only official & respectable truth. 
 
The thinking patterns of scientists as well as of us “laymen” have become more creative and 
sophisticated, not so much because we know more and more things about the world, but because the 
golden future never came, the problems of mankind were not solved, and new knowledge comes all 
the time in bits and pieces that often contradict each other. As a result we have learnt to problematize 
the very act of knowing, and more and more self evident assumptions are being questioned. 
 
In the 1920s quantum physics pulled matter from under the feet of materialistic science. Matter was 
replaced by energy and probability, subatomic particles were no longer “things” but rather waves (in 
what medium?), and later on events that can take place here or there, depending on where you look 
for them. The dissolution of matter and the assessment of the observer effect in physics heralded the 
beginning of the Postmodern: the age of non–objectivity. Physicists become philosophers in an 
attempt to cope with new knowledge the stiff western mind is not yet ready to digest. Unfortunately 
most biologists and social scientists still refuse to acknowledge that matter and its mechanical laws 
have disappeared, and they prefer to ignore the observer effect. 
 
And yet nothing escapes the observer effect: observing a phenomenon inevitably interferes with it. All 
instruments of measurement alter the state of what they measure, and our eyes and ears, our language 
and culture interfere with observation even if there is no instrument between us and the phenomena.  
 
No whitecoated laboratory-dweller, no grim freudian psychoanalyst is an objective observer. 
Observing amounts to interacting. This is true when you are observing subatomic particles, all the 
more so when observing living beings, who can observe you back.  
 
Physicists attach quantities to the phenomena, engage those quantities in mathematical operations and 
transform descriptions into formulas, which are then believed by journalists and social scientists to be 
“laws of nature”. And yet quantities and operations are human conventions, they are language. Nature 
does not multiply cosine of angle of incidence by square root of speed. In fact we don’t know what 
nature does − or what nature is, for that matter. We cannot know because the act of knowing alters − 
or perhaps creates − its object.  
 
Modern scientists claim their theories represent “hard facts” that have always been and always will be 
true, while from the postmodern viewpoint scientific theories, ideologies and trends (included the 
postmodern one), as well as religious and political teachings, myths and dogmas, are all rooted in 
history and society. No dominant ideology ever admits to being ideology, a worldview among many 
others: it calls itself “Truth”, “hard facts” or “common sense”, and yet scientists and priests alike 
disagree about the interpretation of their data, fight, change their minds and compete for the funds. 
Positivism can be described as the glorious march towards Truth or, alternatively, as a male, middle 
class, white, Anglo-Saxon, capitalistic way to see the world: the theoretical side of the steam engine 
and the assembly line. 
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 “Science” has long been thought to be synonymous with laboratory experiments and statistics, but 
this narrow definition prevents us from understanding the history, the transcultural dimension and the 
scope of scientific research. Modern science stresses generalisability, postmodern science stresses the 
individual case and the interconnectedness of individual cases. Both viewpoints are useful. When 
studying simple matters like the incidence of a disease in a population, surveys and statistics are 
appropriate; when trying to understand complex issues like the causes and the meaning of a disease 
for the people affected by it, subtler, qualitative methods are required.  
 
Basically, however, modern and postmodern writers agree that science is an attitude of openness and 
curiosity, and a method of knowledge. The scientific method, be it quantitative or qualitative, should 
be transparent and consistent, and its results verifiable. Scientific inquiry should bow to no dogma, 
recoil from the authority principle and be independent of politics and ideologies – but hardly ever is. 
The authority of science has replaced that of the churches, with no deep-reaching change of mentality. 
Biasses, prejudices, dogmatism and corruption have all but disappeared. Mathematics, physics and 
chemistry are lamentably often the goldmine and the weapon factory of the powers that be, while 
human sciences have provided the ruling elite with powerful tools of psychological manipulation (e.g. 
psychologists and semioticians working as image builders for politicians and political parties). 
 
From the postmodern viewpoint, knowledge means superimposing human categories onto the 
continuum of human experience. We have always done it, and if we didn’t do it we could not function. 
The “mechanical laws of matter” are the projection of a mechanistic mentality on the screen of 
experience, and the mechanistic mentality is the cultural product of Newton’s age. It was good, but 
now it is outdated. Quantum physicists were the first to claim this in the modern era, and the most 
enlightened social scientists followed suit. Without quantum physics there would have been no turrn 
to language. The good news for the postmodern is that  we can superimpose our categories with full 
awareness – or at least with some degree of awareness − instead of unconsciously transforming the 
features of our time and culture into universal laws and then using those laws to explain the universe. 
 
Mystics, the people who are interested in strange things, claim that another way of relating to the 
world is possible, that we can make a quantum leap from superimposing categories on reality to full 
understanding of reality by insight, from language-mediated knowledge to intuition. The quantum 
leap happens by itself… after a long, painstaking preparation. The mind must be trained before it can 
overcome itself. But along with the postmodern there came the New Age, the western, upper middle 
class, consumer version of mysticism. New Age people don’t like discipline so much, they are in a 
hurry, like everyone else nowadays, and they are very optimistic about their ability to leave the 
trappings of intellect, i.e. categories and language, behind.  
 
Many alleged gurus are ready to sell you all kinds of shortcuts into Freedom from name and form. I’m 
afraid these would-be mystics underestimate intellect and language. They don’t see how deeply rooted 
language is. We are made of language: of meaning and signification, of encoding and decoding, of 
attributions, interpretations, biasses and misunderstandings, and of all the categories we tentatively 
superimpose on our experience. Our understanding of reality is shaped by language, our social 
identity and relations are built and kept up by language. We communicate, and we do that mostly 
through language. 
 
Everything in nature communicates. Cells communicate with each other using chemical signals, not 
through intellect, because they have no Very Important Ego that thinks he is separated from “nature” 
and wants to impose its will on it. But we are no cells. Animals communicate in many ways, most of 
which imply the use of abstract symbols that point to chunks of experience (think of the bees dance). 
Isn’t that language? Do animals, at least those we consider to be more advanced, like primates and 
dolphins, have an ego? We don’t know enough to be able to draw any conclusions about animals’ego, 
but we certainly have one. Could we communicate satisfactorily with other humans if we disposed of 
our VIE and shut down categorization and naming? Could we shut down categories and names at all? 
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Our world is made of names, shaped by names, understood through names. What would we be 
without these things? Angels or feral children? 
 
How about looking into language and trying to understand it, instead of pretending we can exclude it? 
If you consider deeply the whole issue of language, you’ll find it is a mystery of upanishadic 
proportions.  
 
Like internet and the alleged “laws of nature”, language is nowhere. Indeed some neurons fire, when 
we use language, but we know too much about the social dimension of language to conclude that it is 
just the side effect of some neural activity. Language is never there all at the same time. It has many 
variants, it keeps on changing and yet it stays the same: since time immemorial it is the social-
cognitive tool we collectively use to shape our living space and survive in it as individuals. And even 
though language is as old as time, we keep on producing ever new sentences that have never been 
produced before and yet can be easily understood – or misunderstood.  
 
On the one hand language is the other side of culture, and for this reason there are so many different 
languages, on the other hand we humans are biologically programmed (how? why?) to learn language. 
Not this or that language, but language in general. Language is the interface between what we call 
nature and what we call culture. We often talk about nature and culture as if they were separated 
entities or even mutually exclusive. But are they? What if there were no entities but only a continuum 
of interfaces? After all every culture has its definitions of what is “nature”. Think of all that rubbish 
about “women’s nature”.  It used to be the Truth about women until a few years ago, and somewhere 
it still is. “Nature” is another cultural product, but where did culture come from? Isn’t that “natural” 
that we have culture? 
 
In my humble opinion, in this beautifully chaotic Postmodern age we can and should become deeply 
aware of the process of naming, knowing, and creating. In the fullness of time (good goodness, I’m 
talking like a positivist!) we will be able to go beyond mediated knowledge, language and our silly 
VIE and integrate them into something wider, which, by definition, cannot be defined. 
 
 
 
 


