
Chapter 5    Language as a Barrier
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61% favoring statehood, the largest percentage and first majority to do so. Spanish was made the 
island’s official language in 1991 with the backing of statehood opponents. Proponents of statehood 
were successful in passing a new law in 1993 that made English and Spanish official languages of the 
territory. Yet Spanish predominates. U.S. Census Bureau (2009a) data show that for people at least 5 
years old, 95% speak a language other than English at home. Gov. Luis Fortuno has proposed a plan 
to require all public schools to teach all courses in English instead of Spanish by 2022 to transform the 
island’s populace into a true bilingual society better prepared for U.S. statehood.

Summary
Language is a set of symbols shared by a community to communicate meaning and experience. New 
research has shown that our language choices are determined by culture rather than innate rules. The 
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis establishes the relationship between language and culture. Very few today 
accept the extreme position of the Sapir Whorf linguistic determinism that our thoughts and actions 
are determined by the language we speak; many more accept the view that language only somehow 
shapes our thinking and behavior. 

One way that language can be a barrier to effective intercultural communication is translation 
problems. Five possible translation problems are lack of vocabulary equivalence, idiomatic equiva-
lence, grammatical-syntactical equivalence, experiential equivalence, and conceptual equivalence. 
Attempts to communicate when there is no shared language are pidgins, creoles, and universal lan-
guages such as Esperanto.

While Spanish and Chinese are spoken by more people than English, English has a special role as an 
international language, such as being the major language used on the Internet. However, that widespread 
use is seen by some as a threat because the language is seen to carry with it elements of U.S. culture.
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