2. Things and Words

Correspondence

Think about what a huge number of “things” surround
our lives. As I sit writing this, I see on my desk a desk lamp,
a typewriter, an ashtray, books, letters, a writing pad, a ball-
point pen, an eraser, a lighter, and pencils lying about in
disarray. The drawers of the'desk are packed with scores of
articles such as stationery, thumbtacks, scissors, keys, a
stapler, a knife, and a bundle of calling cards. I myself am
wearing many more objects than I can count on my fingers
—a suit, a sweater, a necktie, a white shirt, socks, glasses, a
wristwatch, a belt, and so on. Once we start thinking in
this way about the kinds of products we humans have created
and use daily, we realize the incredible variety they repre-
sent. In the realm of nature, too, there are tens of thousands
of species of birds and beasts. The insect world is known to
comprise hundreds of thousands of different species. In addi-
tion, there are a tremendous number of plants. Each species
has a name of its own.

It is not only concrete objects that have names. The move-
ments of objects and the motions of human beings, even
subtle shifts in our mental states are all matched with words.
The characteristics of things—and the relationships between
things—are assigned appropriate words to express them. Just
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' trying to imagine how many kinds of things, both concrete

and abstract, might exist in the world is staggering.

Besides, the number of objects and of words correspond-
ing to a certain object often exceeds the sum total. Take, for
example, the automobile. Although it is only one object, it
is composed of about twenty thousand parts, each of which,
quite naturally, has a name. A jet airplane is said to require
hundreds of thousands of parts. To make the matter more
complicated, the parts may be even further subdivided.
Many are made of different materials, which in turn have
different components, each of which has its own name, and
so on. Thus it is that things and words, in mutual corres-
pondence, trap man in the fine meshes of their netting. Noth-
ing is nameless. Everything in the universe has a name.
That must be our simple yet firm conviction.

An equally firm conviction is the belief of most people
that the name of a particular object varies completely from
country to country and from language to language. A dog,
for example, is called by various names: inu in Japanese, kou
in Chinese, chien in French, Hund in German, sobaka in
Russian, and kipek in Turkish. When we study 2 foreign
Janguage at school or consult a dictionary to see what the
equivalent of a particular word is in another language, we
do so on the basic premise that the same object will just
require a different word in a different language.

Words Create Things

Some philosophers and linguists, however, who study the
relationship between words and things doubt the validity
of this premise. After examining the relations between vari-
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ous words and objects and studying the question of the same

object being named differently in each language, I have
also come to have similar doubts, Most people hold that
objects exist independently of language and that words are
then devised as labels for them, but I believe, on the con-
trary, that words create things, m;rﬁofc, despite the
“common belief that the identical object merely wears a dif-
ferent label in different languages, one should view the
difference in name not only as a difference in label ; in fact,
different names represent considerably different things, al.
though the extent of the difference may vary from case to
case.

The first of the two points made Jjust above—the idea that
words create things, and not the converse—has been 2
topic of philosophical argument since ancient times, The
labels given these two opposing positions are nominalism
and realism. I am going to argue, from a purely linguistic
standpoint, that nominalism explains the structure of lan-
guage more accurately. My argument may be summarized
in a single phrase: “In the beginning was the Word,”

I do not, of course, mean that at the birth of the universe,
when emptiness prevailed, words alone existed. Moreover,
when I say that words create things, I do not mean that
words bring forth objects as hens lay eggs. I mean, rather,
that we recognize fragments of the universe as objects or
properties only through words, and that without words we*
could not even distinguish dogs from cats,

If words are the key to our understanding of the universe
and the only window through which to perceive it, what we
perceive must also vary to some extent, depending on the
structure and system of the language we use. The reason is,
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as I will explain in detail below, that language is nothing
but a device with which to determine what parts or prop-
erties, from among those impressions impinging on our
senses, we should focus our attention on when we try to
understand the world in an orderly way. I have just used
the metaphor that words are the window through which to
perceive the world, but if the size and the shape of the
window and the color and refraction of the pane vary, the
extent and nature of the perceived world will naturally
differ. One may not even see an object if there is no appro-
priate word for it.

An Arbitrarily Segmented World é/

I should put a stop to abstract argument here and turn
to some concrete linguistic facts. Let us begin by taking a
tsukue ‘desk or table’ as an example of a commonplace object.
What is this thing called a tsukue? How should it be defined ?
A tsukue is sometimes made of wood, sometimes of steel. In
the summer, some people use glass ones in their yards; in
parks we even find concrete ones, The number of legs a
tsukue has also varies. For example, the one I am using now
has no legs because it is built-in, attached to the wall. While
there are one-legged tsukue, there are also many-legged ones
such as those used for conferences. These are usually oblong,
square, or round, but there are also triangular fsukue, the
kind placed in the corner of a room on which a vase might
be placed. In height, they range from low ones used without
chairs in Japanese-style rooms to high ones used with chairs.

From this analysis, it becomes clear that we can hardly
define a tsukue on the basis of concrete external characteristics
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such as shape, material, color, size, or number of legs. If we
must, nonetheless, try to define a tsukue, a possible definition
might be “an object which provides a surface on which to
do something.” The shape, size, and material of 2 particular
fsukue in a given country at a given time will, within a certain
predictable range, be determined by the conditions that
make it necessary to provide that kind of surface in a certain
area. Various restrictions imposed on the commercial pro-
duction of the article may also influence its design.

But then, are all surfaces on which we do something
Zsukue? Not necessarily. For example, the definition given for
Zsukue also applies to a shelf, A floor also belongs to the same
category in the sense that we do something on it, In order
to distinguish tsukue from shelves and floors, we must change
our definition to “a syrface that is detached from the floor,
and on which one does something while sitting or standing
in front of it for a certain period of time.”

I would like the reader to note that the important part of
this long-windedﬁdgfgqi_tigpﬁi.g the human element, that is,
the practical use which a person makes of the object, or its
relative position vis-a-vis a person. Although a tsukue is made
from materials that exist apart from man, their many prop-
erties do not contribute to the definition of the object referred
to by the word tsukue. If we detach ourselves from our human
perspective and look around a room as if through the eyes
of a pet dog or cat, we will not be able to distinguish a
tsukue from some types of shelves or chairs. A tsukue is a tsukue
due to man’s particular viewpoint., And the power of lan-
guage is what makes us think that a fsukue js there.

Thus one function of language is to divide the chaotic
world of nonentities into fictitious segments and to classify
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them according to human perspective in a way significant
to us. Language intrinsically contains a fictitious quality
whereby it presents to man the ever-growing, ever-changing
world as groups of neatly subdivided objects. We often hear
the common expression “the magic of language,” but apart
from the commonplace implication of this expression, lan-
guage is indeed magic. It may even be a binding curse in
that it leads us to mistake this dynamic world for a static one.

Let us return to the consideration of concrete examples
from language, this time taking up entities that exist in the
world of nature instead of such manufactured products as
desks and tables.

Linguistic Relativity

The novelist D. H. Lawrence once wrote a short story
entitled “Prelude.” In it there is a description of a woman
making tea.

- » - and catching up the blue enameled teapot,

[she] dropped into it a handful of tea from the

caddy, and poured on the water.
Japanese readers unfamiliar with English customs may think
that because customs vary from country to country, tea must
be made with cold water in England. Others who have
learned in school that the Japanese word Ju corresponds to
hot water in English, may suspect that in the passage above
hot in hot water must have been left out by mistake. Neither
interpretation, of course, is correct,

English people are world famous for their love of tea.
They are fastidious about tea making. In particular, they
demand that tea be made with boiling water. Some people
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the body will not necessarily have a name in every language,

The third point tells us that although it is not really diffi-
cult for the student of a foreign language to reach a certain
level of proficiency in terms of understanding what he hears
or reads or of making himself understood in the language,
minute differences in the meanings of words between the
student’s native language and the target language are not
grasped as correctly as one might expect.

The last point suggests that when we read a foreign lan-
guage, we are really thinking in our native language most
of the time. We are helped by the logic of the subject or the
context in which the word occurs, When a Japanese comes
across the expression bearded lips, therefore, he does not take
it to mean “kuchibiru covered with hair,” but understands it
correctly as “hair around the mouth.” But his understanding
takes place through Japanese, which explains why he will
never use such an expression when he writes English, and
why he will not remember ever having seen it used.

Vague Reference

While talking about the face, T wish to discuss the eyes and
the nose as well. Cheeks and Jaws are rather difficult to de-
fine. But surely no reader would suspect that eyes might be
equally hard to define. Contrary to expectation, however,
eyes are actually very vague areas also.

To clarify this point, I will list five uses of brick and eyes,
respectively,

1 This brick is rec-
tangular,
2 This brick is red.

1" His eyes are round,

2" His eyes are blue.
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3 This brick is heavy,

4 This brick is hard. 4" His eyes are good.

5 This brick is chipped. 5" His eyes are sunken,
Examples 1 through 5 are sentences about several character-
istics of a given brick; sentences 1’ through 5‘ are various
attempts to describe someone’s eyes.

Sentences 1 through 5 are all descriptions about the same
referent. In them, the relationship between the word brick
and the referent remains unchanged. On the other hand,
in sentences 1’ through 5’, which are structurally quite
similar to the former group, the relationship between the
word ¢yes and its referent varies significantly. Eyes in 1’ refers
to the shape of the eyes as outlined by the upper and lower
eyelids, and not to the roundness of the eyeballs, In 2, gpes
refers to the irises. Sentence 3’ is a comment on the size of the
portion of the eyeballs that is exposed between the upper
and lower eyelids, while sentence 4’ is about “his” eyesight.
In sentence 5/, the eyeballs themselves are not sunken; what
is described here is the location of the eyes in relation to the
surface planes of the face,

When one says “a chipped brick,” one means that a part
of the brick is missing. Likewise, red, heavy, hard, and
rectangular are all descriptions of the brick itself. In com-
parison, the way the referent of the word eyes changes each
time is indeed amazing, What part of the head does the
word eye really refer to?

When one compares the names for the parts of the human
face with one another, epe at first seems more easily definable
than such words as cheek and temple. However, when one
tries to focus on the eyes, what exactly constitutes them
suddenly becomes less clear,

3" His eyes are large.
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scribed as takai ‘high’ or hikui low.” The nose of the imagi-
nary Japanese creature tengu ‘a long-nosed goblin,’ too, is
takai *high,’ not nagai ‘long.’ '

T once treated this problem on the assumption that Japa-
nese culture is extremely nose-oriented. Since then I have
noticed linguistic facts which support this view. In Japaness
novels, the protagonist’s first appearance, if accompanied
by a detailed description of his face, invariably include
some information on the nose as well as on the eyes, the
mouth, and the eyebrows.

In English novels, however, I have discovered that evcnl
when a face is described in detail, there is scant reference tg
the nose. To illustrate, let me call once more on Agatha
Christie’s detective M. Poirot:

Hercule Poirot looked thoughtfully into the face

of the man behind the big mahogany desk. He

noted that generous brow, the mean mouth, the

rapacious lines of the jaw, and the piercing vision-

ary eyes. (Agatha Christie: The Labors of Her-

cules)
The famous detective, who never overlooks even the small-
est detail, is studying a man’s face here, trying to deduce
what kind of man he is by observing his eyebrows, his mouth,
the shape of his jaw, and the look in his eyes. Nevertheless
there is no reference to the nose. I wonder if Japanese
authors describing the face of a character under similar cir-
cumstances would disregard the nose,

Cultural Selection

Naturally this does not mean that the nose plays no role
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in European literature. There are such famous examples as

- Rostand’s Gyrano De Barg&ac and Gogol’s Nose. In both cases,
“however, the subject is a nose that is too large, cumbersome,

and ugly. Generally speaking, when there is a reference to
the nose of a character in a European novel, it is often to an
ugly nose regarded as a flaw. It seems to me that Europeans
and Americans regard the nose as something repulsive.

In other cases, the nose is mentioned as a racial character-
istic. For example, “She had . . . the slightly flattened
nose of the Slav” (Agatha Christie: The Seven Dials Mystery).

The tendency not to pay much attention to the nose is
found both in European and in Turkish literatures. A Turk-
ish short story writer Omer Seyyfetin once wrote a story
with the curious title “Human Nature and the Dog.”” In one
scene, a first-class passenger boards a ship in Istanbul and
wonders about another passenger, a beautiful woman with
a dog, sitting forlornly apart from the crowd. He describes
her face.

Ince, uzun kaglar, solgun ve asabi bir cehre, ciddi
kadinlara has, meseld muallime, rahibe gibi, bir
hiisn-i Jatif, bir hiisn-i mahrun. . . . Siyah gozleri
altin bir gdzliigiin camlan arkasindan daha parh-
yor gibi gériiniiyordu,
Long thin eyebrows, a pale, nervous-looking face
with a kind of refreshing but lonely beauty char-
acteristic of serious women such as teachers and
nuns. . . . With dark eyes shining even more
brightly through gold-rimmed glasses.
The description continues in this way, but there is no men-
tion of her mouth, let alone her nose.
Let me cite one more example, from a short story by the
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same author entitled “The Secret of Ugliness.” In it, the

hero describes the face of a matchless beauty thus:
Bence Istanbulun en giizel kuz1 odur! Siyah, iri,
parlak gozler. . . . Giir siyah saglar. . . . Sonra
inamlmaz derecede saf bir beyazlik! Mukaddes
bir riiya beyazhig!
In my opinion, she is the most beautiful girl in
Istanbul! Large, shiny dark eyes. . . . Rich, soft
black hair. . . . And incredible fair skin with pure,
dreamlike whiteness.
Here, too, the nose and the mouth are disregarded. These
two ladies from Turkish stories are portrayed as modemn
women in Western clothes wearing European-style hairdos;
of course their noses and mouths are perfectly visible since
they are not wearing the veils traditionally worn by Muslim
women.

In Turkey, Islam was recognized as the state religion
until about half a century ago, and it still exerts a strong
influence on the country, especially in rural areas. For five
hundred years after the Turkish nation was converted to
Islam, the Islamic way of thinking, with its minute rules and
regulations, governed all aspects of national life. It is only
natural that even in the Republic of Turkey, which today is
on the road to modernization and Westernization, such a

long-established view of things should still remain in the

minds of the people, though not necessarily in the same form
as before.

While Islam was Turkey’s state religion, it was considered
a taboo for women to show their faces to men other than
their closest relatives.'Even today, some old women, though
they may not usually wear veils, suddenly raise them with
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~ their hands to hide their faces as soon as they see a tourist

approaching. In a country with such customs, it is no wonder

~ that female beauty has come to be judged only by certain

limited parts of the head exposed to others—the eyes, the
eyebrows, the forehead, the color of whatever facial skin is
visible, and the hair,

However, in every culture, the choice of criteria for female
beauty usually belongs to covert culture and therefore re-
gulates a person’s judgment without entering his conscious-
ness. The fact that Turkish authors do not mention a wom-
an’s nose or mouth when describing her face might be due
to cultural constraints. Beauty is still sought only within the
traditional framework. Human eyes do not see things ob-
jectively and impartially like cameras. Qur perceptions are
“always subject to cultural selection.

Chins and Jaws

While doing research on different ways of describing
faces, I have come to notice another interesting fact. That
is, in English novels much attention is paid to the chins and
the jaws of the characters. For example:

She had pale blue, rather vacant-looking eyes,
and a weak indeterminate chin. She had a long
upper lip. (A. Christie: A Pocket Full of Rye. Italics
added.)
Such adjectives as weak and indeterminate are probably not
used very often by Japanese writers in reference to chins and
jaws. In English novels, however, similar examples can be
easily found if one only starts looking: “the rapacious lines of
the jaw” (A. Christie: The Labors of Hercules), “She was a
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vigorous looking woman of sixty-odd, with iron-grey
and a determined chin” (A. Christie: Mrs. McGinty’s D,
A chin may be described as “the small square fighting chin"
(A. Christie: Crooked House). There are chins which are
ir.;dm'sz'w or pugnacious and jaws which are ruthless or aggres-
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words, the chin and the jaw are seen as parts of a person by
which his vitality, personality, will power, determination or
the lack thereof can be judged.

In contrast, descriptions of chins and jaws by Japanese
incline much more toward visual shapes. For example, we
say in Japanese that someone has a wide or square jaw, a
concave, long, pointcc!, or double (this last adjective is used
in English, too) chin, or simply no chin at all. All these fre-
quently used descriptions pertain to external appearances.
‘We appear rarely to consider the chin and the jaw as parts
of the face which reveal one’s character.

Eijird Iwasaki, a scholar of German, has told me that, in
German, chins are sometimes described as stark ‘strong,’
brutal ‘brutal,” or energisch ‘energetic.” Hideichi Matsubara,
a scholar of French, has pointed out to me the French ex-
pression machoire volontaire ‘strong-willed jaw.’ Judging from
these examples, the association of the chin and jaw with
one’s character, spirit, etc., might be the common thing in
European cultures. '

While considering this problem, I happened to leaf
through Michitard Tada’s Shigusa no Nihon bunka []Japa-
nese gestures and Japanese culture] and came across the
following passage:
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- Europeans unconsciously stick out their chins to
~ take an aggressive posture. They could not survive
~ in this tough world otherwise. Japanese, on the
contrary,pullintheirchimtomumenlowpoa-
ture. A Frenchman living in Japan once observed
this and asked the interesting question why the
Japanese pull in their chins.

‘To support Tada’s view, the following sentence may be

cited as an example:
Pennington’s jaw hardened. He shot out his chin
at them aggressively. (A. Christie: Death on the
Nile)

' There is also the idiom used in America, keep one’s chin up,

~ which means “not to be discouraged.” In Japanese, on the

other hand, to stick out one’s chin means “to be totally ex-
hausted.”

If I may digress, the fact that in boxing, a sport developed
in Europe, one is supposed to attack the opponent’s chin
persistently may have something to do with the European
view that a man’s chin is the source of his vitality. In fist-
fighting, too, Europeans readily strike cach other on the

' chin, whereas we Japanese hit the opponent on the head or
slap him on the cheek.

To reiterate my point, although the human face is common
to all races and all cultures and is a very conspicuous part

of the body, the structure of vocabulary items for its parts

varies greatly from language to language. This is because
the way people view a particular part of the face, as well as
the value they assign to it, differs from culture to culture.
Even the adjectives used to describe a particular facial

~ feature may be completely different.







