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AND KHMU SPEAKERS: A TEST OF THE WHORFIAN HYPOTHESIS.
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There are a lot of previous studies that deal with the relationship between
language and cognition in order to verify the Whorfian Hypothesis, but there are very
few studies concerning Thai on such a topic. Moreover, there has been no study on
the influence of the Khmu language on the cognitive system of Khmu speakers. Thus,
this thesis aims to verify the Whorfian Hypothesis by analyzing the relationship
between the system of Thai and Khmu ‘hit’ verbs and the speakers’ cognitive system
inferred from their behavior of attention and classification of objects in experiments.
The hypothesis of this study is that Khmu speakers pay more attention to and classify
objects based on the animacy, the size and shape of objects, hand shape, direction,
and weight more than Thai speakers do. '

The subjects in the experiments consist of 30 Thai native speakers and 30
Khmu native speakers. The experiments of attention focus on the animacy of objects,
size and shape of objects, hand shape, and direction. In each set of question, the
subjects selected a picture that differed from the other two. In the experiment of
attention to weight, the subjects, with their eyes closed, decided whether the object in
their hands were same or different. In the experiments of classification based on the
animacy of objects, size and shape of objects, hand shape, and direction, the subjects
selected a picture or an object that was similar to the given picture or object. In the
experiment of classification based on weight, the subjects grouped objects into sets.

The results of the experiments mostly support the hypothesis. It was found
that Khrau speakers paid more attention to the animacy of objects, hand shape, and
weight more than Thai speakers. However, there was no statistically significant
difference in the attention to size and shape of objects and direction between the two
groups. In the experiments of classification, it was found that Khmu speakers classify
objects based on the animacy of objects, hand shape, direction, and weight more than
Thai speakers. On the other hand, both groups showed no statistically significant
differences in classifying objects bases on their size and shape.

 The study shows that language is related to the cognitive system of its

~ speakers, as evidenced in the results of experiments of attention and classification,
which reveal that the behaviors of the subjects correspond to the patiern of the
language. It can be concluded that the study supports the Whorfian Hypothesis; i.e.,
language influences the cognitive system or that speakers of different languages have
different cognitive systems.





