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Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass as a Teaching
Material for Senior High School Students

Akira ONO and Tomohide ISHIHARA

Abstract.

This paper aims to develop a teaching material, using Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found

There (TLG) as its source. Chapter 6 of the book comically shows us what Humpty Dumpty thinks of words. Humpty Dumpty says

to Alice, “When I use a word... it means just what I choose it to mean — neither more nor less.’ In short, Humpty Dumpty ‘is to be

master.” This relationship between Humpty Dumpty and words is in stark contrast to that between people and language
hypothetically pointed out by two linguists, Sapir and Wharf. The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, according to which language controls
our thought, is dealt with in a senior high school English textbook. We claim that the lesson on the hypothesis can be effectively

taught with a passage from Chapter 6 of TLG. To help students read 7LG in the original, 12 comprehension questions are also
suggested in this paper. In addition to 7LG, a passage by Yasunari Kawabata might enhance students' understanding of the Sapir-
Whorf Hypothesis as well. The passages from 7LG and Kawabata would contribute to ‘deepening [students’] understanding of

language and culture’ — one of the three objectives of learning foreign languages articulated in The Course of Study.
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“I don’t know what you mean by ‘glory,” Alice
said.

Humpty Dumpty smiled contemptuously. “Of
course you don’t—till I tell you. I meant ‘there’s a
nice knock-down argument for you!”

“But ‘glory’ doesn’t mean ‘a nice knock-down

9

argument,”” Alice objected.

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in
rather a scornful tone, “it means just what I choose
it to mean—neither more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which
is to be master—that’s all.”

Alice was too much puzzled to say anything; so
after a minute Humpty Dumpty began again.
“They’ve a temper, some of them— particularly
verbs: they’re the proudest—adjectives you can do
anything with, but not verbs—however, I can

manage the whole lot of them! Impenetrability!

That’s what / say!”

“Would you tell me, please,” said Alice, “what
that means?’

“Now you talk like a reasonable child,” said

Humpty Dumpty, looking very much pleased. “I
meant by ‘impenetrability’ that we’ve had enough
of that subject, and it would be just as well if you’d
mention what you mean to do next, as [ suppose
you don’t mean to stop here all the rest of your life.”

“That’s a great deal to make one word mean,”
Alice said in a thoughtful tone.

“When [ make a word do a lot of work like that,”
said Humpty Dumpty, “I always pay it extra.”

“Oh!” said Alice. She was too much puzzled to
make any other remark.

“Ah, you should see’em come round me of a
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The relationship between language and thought
has attracted many thinkers for a long time. It is
generally agreed that language reflects our thought.
That is, when we think of something in our life as
very important, we often make fine distinctions in
language. One of the best-known examples of this is
seen in Arabic, which has many words for “camel.”
From this point of view, it is not surprising that there
are various words for rice in Japanese, such as
kome, ine, momi, gohan, and raisu.

However, do you believe that language can
control or determine our thought? This view was

A B 3

proposed by two famous linguists, Benjamin Lee
Whorf, Jr. and Edward Sapir. They suggested that
language is not used just to report or speak.
According to them, language defines our thinking.
In other words, language is not just a means of
communication or a reflection of culture but a tool
for thinking.

This view of language, called the Sapir-Whorf
Hypothesis, is often compared to a pair of colored
glasses. If the glasses are red, everything one views
will seem rather red. This vision of an event will be
different from the vision of a person wearing blue
glasses, or glasses of any other color.

According to this hypothesis, if a speaker of
Japanese and a speaker of English see the same
event, they will think about it differently. For
example, how would you translate the following
sentence into Japanese? My sister went to Tokyo.
Maybe you came up with something like, /mofo wa
Tokyo e ikimashita. What is important is the word
that you used to translate my sister. Did you use
imoto or ane?

Supporters of the SapirWhorf Hypothesis would
say that this example show different thinking
patterns in English and in Japanese. Speakers of
English categorize siblings as being male or female,
and that’s it. Speakers of Japanese, on the other
hand, not only categorize them as being male or
female, but as being younger or older. This shows
that the difference between older and younger is
not important most of the time in English, and this
characteristic influences the English speaker’s
thinking and views of reality.

Isn’t it surprising if people think differently in
different languages? Do you feel some truth in the
theory? Let’s find some other examples.
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