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intonation. That leaves 7% of the message coming from 
the actual words said (Debenham 2014; Fields 2015; 
Mehrabian 1972). Every culture uses nonverbal language 
to communicate, and just like verbal language, those cues 
may differ widely among cultures.

The power to communicate nonverbally is illustrated 
in American Sign Language, designed for the hearing 
challenged and the mute. Complex ideas can be transmit-
ted without vocalizing a word. Indeed, one can argue that 
the deaf have a distinctive culture of their own, rooted in 
large part in the unique sign language that serves them 
(discussed in “Engaging Sociology” on page 74). In addi-
tion, technology has aided communication among the 
hearing impaired through text messaging.

Thinking Sociologically
Think about a time when you were trying to under-
stand what someone was saying, and you could not 
hear the words (at a concert, a bar, or a loud party). 
How did you rely on the other person’s nonverbal 
communication to interpret what he or she was try-
ing to convey? How successful were you, and how do 
you know?

Language also plays a critical role in our perceptions 
and organization of our thoughts. The linguistic relativity 
theory posits that the people who speak a specific language 
make interpretations of their reality—they notice certain 
things and may fail to notice certain other things. 
Language is influenced by history and sociopolitical fac-
tors, and the structure of the language affects the concep-
tualization of our world (Sapir 1929, 1949; Whorf 1956). 
Think about this: “A person’s ‘picture of the universe’ or 
‘view of the world’ differs as a function of the particular 
language or languages that person knows” (Kodish 
2003:384). Although language does not totally determine 
thinking, most scientists agree that it does influence 
thinking (Casasanto 2008; Levinson 2000). For example, 
recent research confirms that in some Native Alaskan cul-
tures where life is dependent on the elements, there are  
more than 50 words for snow, each giving members of the 
group a description that could mean life or death—wet 
snow, dry snow, heavy snow, melting snow, and so forth 
(Krupnik et al. 2010; Robson 2013). The Inuit also have 17 
words for various types of ice, for they must be able to dis-
tinguish types of solidified water (“Ice” 2015). Children in 
different cultures will learn about the world within the 
framework provided by their language.

In the English language, people tend to associate cer-
tain colors with certain qualities in a way that may add to 

the problem of racist attitudes (Levinson 2000). The defi-
nition of the word black includes “dismal,” “boding ill,” 
“hostile,” “harmful,” “inexcusable,” “without goodness,” 
“evil,” “wicked,” “disgrace,” and “without moral light.” 
The word white, on the other hand, is defined as “honest,” 
“dependable,” “morally pure,” “innocent,” and “without 
malice” (Merriam-Webster 2014; Webster’s Unabridged 
English Dictionary 1989). If the linguistic relativity thesis 
is correct, it is more than a coincidence that bad things are 
associated with the black sheep of the family, the blacklist, 
or Black Tuesday (when the U.S. stock market dropped 
dramatically and crashed in 1929).

This association of blackness with negative images and 
meanings is not true of all languages. The societies that have 
negative images for black and positive images for white are 
the same societies that associate negative qualities with peo-
ple of darker skin. Blackness associated with something evil 
is not true of many African languages (W. Jordan 2012). The 
use of white as a synonym for good or innocent—as in refer-
ence to a white noise machine or a white lie—may contrib-
ute to a cultural climate that devalues people of color. In 
essence, the language may influence our perception of color 
in a manner that contributes to racism. Interestingly, there is 
empirical evidence supporting this claim of color symbolism. 
Athletic teams that wear black uniforms have more penalties 
called on them than teams with lighter-colored uniforms 
(Frank and Gilovich 1988).

White and black as colors have symbolic meaning—with 
phrases like “blackballed from the club” or “black sheep of 
the family” indicating negative judgment associated with 
blackness. Research shows that teams wearing black are 
called for more fouls than teams wearing white.
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