
LANGUAGE AND THOUGHT?  
Does language shape the way we think? This document looks at the question of whether 
the language we speak shapes (or determines) the way we think. If we assume it does, 
then the consequences are that people who speak different languages think in different 
ways. However, some people believe that we all think in the same way and different 
languages just reflect different cultures.  
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CARRUTHERS, PETER. LANGUAGE, THOUGHT AND CONSCIOUSNESS, CUP, 1996 

Peter Carruthers has a very interesting argument that only conscious thought is related to 
language. Sub-conscious thought is not language specific. His book can be difficult at times 
but there are many parts which are accessible. Here are some of the key points from his 
book.  

He notes two theories:  

The communicative theory: ‘The function of language is to facilitate communication and not to 
facilitate thinking’ p1 ‘Language thus functions wholly in the public - \ - domain, rather than in the 
domain of individual cognition.’ This theory has been supported by such people as Fodor, Russel, 
Pinker and Chomsky. 

The cognitive conception: Language is the primary medium of our thought. Language thus has an 
intra-personal cognitive function as well as an interpersonal. This theory has been endorsed by 
Vygotsky, Whorf etc.  

His main point of the book is that not all thought is verbal but only conscious thoughts. He 
distinguishes three ideas: (1) conceptual necessity (2) metaphysically necessary (3) naturally 
necessary.  

‘no one who believes in realism about the mental has any good grounds for endorsing the 
conceptually necessary involvement of language in thought.’ P17 

Of ‘wolf-children’ he says they plainly do have thoughts. He suggests that the channel of 
communication for these children has been cut off and since a large amount of our beliefs 



are based on human communication they don’t have this belief-system. ‘And having been 
cut off from communication, they were, in consequence, deprived of the belief-system 
within which many fundamental concepts are embedded’ p19 

Suppose we arrive on Mars to find a highly intelligent species that lives thousands of years 
but are a-social. They meet every century to mate but most of their existence is solitary. 
They have no language. But they are highly intelligent are do much scientific research and in 
the course of their life they invent things like microscopes, cars etc. It is surely irresistible to 
suppose that they are thinking. We could also say ants think because they engage in 
behaviours that are highly complex. But for one thing, the behaviours of the Martians is 
unique. It is not repeated in any other Martian. An ants behaviour is habit and instinct. Also 
the Martians are highly creative which suggests they do not just think but are capable of 
thinking about their previous thoughts ‘meta-thinking’. 

The above case suggests that language is not conceptually necessary for thought. Carruthers 
is not arguing that it is. He is only pursuing the question of whether it is naturally necessary.  

Anti-realist arguments 

Wittgenstein: He proposed that a grimace shows pain just as a laugh shows merriment. He 
suggested that part of the behaviour is the grimace and thus a grimace is sufficient for us to 
ascribe pain as the behaviour. Thus if we say it will rain tomorrow then this is evidence that 
we hold a belief that it will rain tomorrow. But what of a non-verbal creature who cannot 
say that it will rain tomorrow. According to Wittgenstein’s anti-realist stance, this creature is 
unable to entertain the thought that ‘it will rain tomorrow’.  

Davidson: Non-language using creatures cannot possess fine grained thoughts. Drummet is 
also a anti-realist. 

Carruthers rejects the anti-realists stance. He notes that the anti-realist respect the Turing 
test. That is if a machine could be made to simulate human communication then we would 
have to ascribe genuine intelligence to it irrespective of its internal configuration.  We can 
assume that an English conversation is less that 10,000 sentence. Each sentence consists of 
less than 200 words. Thus we could have a computer that uses a look up table to hold a 
conversation with a human. We would believe that it was human. But when we were told 
that it did not have the internal structure of human beings we would then naturally change 
our minds about the mentality of the computer.  

‘...we have established what I call realism of intention about mental states. The thesis is that in 
ascribing thoughts to a creature we intend that our ascriptions will be true in virtue of a certain sort of 
inner structure, and are committed to the view  that they will only be true given just such a pattern or 
organization.’ P27 

He notes however, that if in the future we found that humans were in fact just some giant 
look-up table then maybe we would have to remove our assumptions about ourselves being 
subjects of thought and mental.  

P29 Folk psychology: the belief that humans are born with the ability to develop social and 
cognitive functions that allows us develop deep and meaningful theories of the human mind 
to explain and predict the behaviour of ourselves and others. Children, Carruthers suggests, 



show evidence of this knowledge between the ages of 4 and 7 and yet it is a mystery as to 
how they came to acquire this knowledge. So the theory runs along similar lines to POTS 
that is the knowledge must be innate and must mature at certain ages. There are two 
counter arguments to this: one is the mini-scientist theory that suggest children work out 
how to socially interact. The other is that we use our own internal states to predict the 
behaviour of others and assume that they are more or less the same as us. Carruthers 
however takes the innateness hypothesis to be true.  

P31 He gives two theories of how thoughts are carried: Imaginist Thoughts are entirely in 
images. Sententialism. He suggest that both types of thinking can occur in the mind. 
However, he very clearly states that an image-type thought of a cat sitting on the mat is a 
very different type of thought to propositional thinking such as [the cat is on the mat]. He 
notes how an image will always carry excess content. That is in our image we necessary 
must have some particular cat in mind - shaggy, fat - and that it must be sitting on the mat 
in some way - sitting lying, standing. However the proposition [the cat is on the mat] is no 
more or no less that the words that specify it.  

‘The topic of this book, then, is the nature of propositional thinking rather than the nature of thought 
in general’ p38 ‘I shall be assuming that propositional thinking consists in the tokening and mental 
manipulation of sentences of some kind, and will be developing the case for saying that these 
sentences are those of natural language, rather than sentences of Mentalese’ He concludes the 
chapter by saying that only the simplest of thoughts can be carried by images alone. Since we can only 
picture the spatial arrangements of objects in 3-d space, this limits our Imaginist thoughts. Thus 
propositional thinking must account for a large amount of our thoughts. (Note, he does not say 
propositional thinking and image thinking can not occur together) 

Chapter 2 

Evidence from scientific psychology comes from three areas: child development, abnormal 
development and aphasia patients. 

When a child says Mommy shoes he could mean those are Mummy’s shoes or Mummy put 
her shoes on. Does this mean he has thoughts that cannot be represented by propositions. 
No according to Carruthers because production may lag behind comprehension.  

He quotes the case of Gene. He says when she was discovered she had a mental age of 1-2 
but that she quickly developed her cognitive abilities when she started to learn language. 
But he says this is inconclusive since she was deprived of normal social environment which 
could account for much of her delayed cognitive development. Again he concludes by saying 
the evidence from abnormal devt. is equivocal = does not provide insight into the main 
question. 

Introspection 

Carruthers maintains that a lot of our inner thinking is done by inner speech. He quotes the 
experiment by Hurlburt (1990) that got people to write down what was passing through 
their consciousness at certain times during the day. All normal subjects reported 
experiencing inner speech (ranging from 7% - 80% of the time, the average was 50% of the 
time) as well as visual images and emotions. P50 



He suggest that a lot of our inner thoughts are expressed in natural language (Mike’s 
thought: as I read Carruther’s book I must be entertaining thoughts in natural language. It 
would be very surprising for me to go through the whole book without having such 
thoughts). He also notes how we think aloud, children verbalize thoughts while playing.  

He goes on to distinguish between ‘episodic’ events which occur at particular times in our 
lives and have duration and ‘standing states’ such as the belief that Sheffield is in England. 
He claims that it is episodic, propositional thinking that occurs in natural languages. He 
claims it is one thing to see an image of a car while crossing the road and then quicken ones 
pace to get out of the way. But it is different to think to oneself that there is a car coming 
and that I should get out of the way. This last thought is a propositional, episodic thought.  

He also suggests that standing state beliefs since then derive from episodic experiences 
could quite plausibly be encoded in natural languages. But this is not the main thrust of his 
argument. 

He then raises several arguments to his thesis: 

1. Thoughts can occur in flashes 

2. When choosing garment 

3. Tip-of-the tongue phenomena 

4. Making a choice between alternative words 

5. Many natural languages have ambiguous sentences 

6. Einstein 

7. Conversational Implicatures. We say one thing but mean another.  

P61 the Author talks about the ‘causal role’ of inner speech. Sentences such as I shall get on 
the box actually cause us to get on the box. Also, earlier in the book he has suggested that 
perhaps it is images of sentences that constitute propositional thoughts rather than say 
acoustic images.  

P62- He gives some of Fodor’s arguments for Mentalese 

1. The sentence the dog bit the man is different from the man was bitten by the dog so if we store 
thoughts in natural language these sentences would produce different thoughts. 

2. Animals and pre-verbal children have thoughts. Carruthers at this stage of the book stays 
agnostic.  

3. When the child learns say the word cat he first forms a hypothesis such a as furry animal and 
then tests and revises this hypothesis in the light of further evidence. How, says Fodor can a child 
entertain this hypothesis if he doesn’t possess something akin to a language. He must therefore 
have a Mentalese. Carruthers replies by saying that there are alternatives explanation to FLA 
rather that hypothesis testing viz: connectionists approaches. But he prefers the explanation that 
the child’s hypothesis testing is not conscious.  

Chapter 3 

Carruthers introduces Grice’s implicatures. Carruthers asks what happens when we talk to 
ourselves? Grice would say that we are intending to induce the belief x in a hypothetical 
audience. But Carruthers argues there is no hypothetical audience and that the person 



uttering x has no intention of inducing belief in anyone. It is just the person thinking aloud. 
Thus - and this is the big daddy - he says that the prime purpose of language is not for 
communication but thought 

‘In fact, I suggest the basic flaw in Grice’s approach to the semantics of natural language is that he 
takes the fundamental purpose and use of language to be communication, rather than thought. 
Certainly we do seem to use language for thinking as well as for communicating. And even if it were 
true that our natural language faculty had, as a matter of fact, been selected for in evolution because 
of its survival value in facilitating communication, this would not mean that communication is, 
fundamentally what language is for. Provided that the language faculty is also used for thinking, and 
that it is true that it would have been selected for because of its usefulness in thinking, then thought 
can equally be what language is for’ p82 

‘In reality, I claim, the key feature of language lies in its use in the expression of thought, which may 
be for many different purposes - as part of practical or theoretical reasoning, as part of casual social 
intercourse, as well as to induce beliefs in an audience.’ P82  

He suggests that Searle can marry his ideas with Fodor’s if he accepts Mentalese but Searle 
has not done this yet. P83 

Fodor’s Mentalese is based on atomism. Carruthers suggests that Fodor would be in trouble 
if an amount of holism was necessary - don’t really understand this part p93 approx 

Fodor 1990: Carruthers says that Fodor attempts divide the world up into universal 
properties independent of our own human classification. P99 

Holism p 107: ‘Content holism = the belief that the content of any particular belief is 
determined by the totality of its epistemic liaisons’ and ‘An epistemic liaison of a belief that 
P = any belief that the thinker takes is relevant to deciding whether or not it is true that P’ 

Carruthers takes the case of ‘the Guardian says so’ which if it is an holistic belief is made up 
of all epistemic liaisons that relate to this. If later an interview by a Guardian reported 
causes you to lose faith in the paper then the content of all the beliefs would change. This is 
strong holism and it is difficult to see how any two persons can entertain the same thought 
under this theory. Carruthers rejects content holism (p111) 

Chapter 5: Consciousness 
‘Since I want to concede that animals and infants do have thoughts which are genuinely propositional, 
I cannot maintain that all such thoughts involve natural language. Roughly speaking, what I shall claim 
is that all and only conscious propositional thoughts involve natural language...’ p134 

Author talks about unconscious acts such as driving home and ‘blindsight’ in which patients 
report being unable to see anything in one area of vision yet are able to grasp things with 
80-90% precision. This showed non-conscious process at work.  

P137 Some of our beliefs, desires can be ‘activated’ without emerging into consciousness or 
can be ‘dormant’. An example is a chess play who unconsciously activates his beliefs about 
chess while playing a game.  

P142: Cartesians: Belief that mind and brain are separate.  

‘So when I deny consciousness to animals... I should not be understood as denying that animals are 
ever conscious. Of course animals are often conscious in the sense of being awake as opposed to 



asleep. And of course animals are often conscious, also, of events in the world of their own bodies. 
But it is another matter to claim that these states of awareness are themselves conscious ones. This is 
what I shall deny. Animals are aware of - they see, hear, taste, smell and touch - objects in the 
environment, and have pains and other states of bodily awareness. What they lack is conscious 
awareness of these things. Animals have mental states... What they lack are conscious mental states’ 
p149 

p278 ‘...I have tried to place public (normally natural) language centre-stage in the study of human 
cognition. For if I am right, then language is not just a very important, but nevertheless peripheral, 
channel of communication. It is, rather, constitutive of many of our central processes of thinking and 
reasoning, particularly those that are conscious.’ 

 

MARTÍNEZ-MANRIQUE, FERNANDO & VICENTE, AGUSTÍN  (2010) 'WHAT THE…!' THE 
ROLE OF INNER SPEECH IN CONSCIOUS THOUGHT. JOURNAL OF CONSCIOUSNESS 
STUDIES; SEP/OCT2010, VOL. 17 ISSUE 9/10, P141-167, 27P 

Abstract: Introspection reveals that one is frequently conscious of some form of inner 
speech, which may appear either in a condensed or expanded form. It has been claimed 
that this speech reflects the way in which language is involved in conscious thought, 
fulfilling a number of cognitive functions. We criticize three theories that address this issue: 
Bermúdez's view of language as a generator of second-order thoughts, Prinz's development 
of Jackendoff's intermediate-level theory of consciousness, and Carruthers' theory of inner 
speech as a rehearsal of action-schemata. We contend they have problems to account for 
those cases in which inner speech is fragmentary, and for the difference with those 
instances in which it appears as more sentence-like. In addition, we present verbal 
overshadowing as a phenomenon that neither of them can easily explain. Finally, we 
propose an account in which inner speech is fundamentally silent outer speech and argue 
that it is more explanatory than the alternatives. 

 

BAARS, BERNARD J. , A COGNITIVE THEORY OF CONSCIOUSNESS, 1988, CUP, 
CAMBRIDGE 

p25 ‘Inner speech is one of the most important modes of experience. Most of us go around the world 
talking to ourselves, though we may be reluctant to do so out loud. We may be so accustomed to the 
inner voice that we are no longer aware of its existence “metacognitively” leading to the paradox of 
people asking themselves “What inner voice?” But experiments on inner speech shows its existence 
quite objectively and reliably ...’ 

‘For several decades Singer and his colleagues have studied inner speech simply by asking people to 
talk out loud, which they are surprisingly willing to do (e.g. Pope and Singer, 1978). There is good 
evidence from this work that the inner voice maintains a running commentary about our experiences, 
feelings, and relationships with others; it comments on past events and helps to make plans for the 
future.(Klinger, 1971). Clinical researchers have trained children to talk to themselves in order to 
control impulsive behaviour (Meichenbaum & Goodman, 1971) ...’ 

p25 ‘There is considerable speculation that inner speech may become automatic with practice. Some 
clinical researchers suggest that people who are depressed may have rehearsed depressive ideation 
to the point of automaticity, so that they have lost the ability to control the self-denigrating thoughts 
(e.g., Beck, 1976). While this idea is plausible, I know of no studies that support it directly.’ 



P25 ‘We can point to a number of contrastive facts about our consciousness of abstract concepts. For 
example, the reader is probably not conscious right now of the existence of democracy, but if we 
were to ask whether democracy exists, this abstract fact will probably become consciously available. 
That is we can contrast occasions when a concept is in memory but not “conscious” to the times when 
it is available “consciously.” Further, there are reasons to believe that conscious access to concepts 
becomes less conscious with practice and predictability, just as images become less conscious with 
practice.’ 

P34 ‘Broadbent and his colleagues asked subjects to “shadow” a stream of speech - to repeat 
immediately what they had heard, even while continuing to listen for the next word - something that 
people can learn to do quite well (Moray, 1959). Rapid shadowing is a demanding task, and if one 
stream of speech is fed into one ear, it is not possible to experience much more than a vague vocal 
quality in the other ear. At the time, this seemed to indicate that human beings can fully process only 
one channel of information at a time. ...However, it quickly became clear that information in the  
unattended “channel” was indeed processed enough to be identified. Thus Moray (1959) showed that 
the subject’s name in the unattended channel would break through the conscious channel. Obviously 
this could not happen if the name were not first identified and distinguished from other alternatives, 
indicating that stimulus identification could happen unconsciously. ... in a conscious sentence like 
“They were standing near the bank” the word “river” in the unconscious ear would lead subjects to 
interpret the word “bank” as “river bank” while the unconscious word “money” would shift the 
interpretation to “financial bank”.’ 
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