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Introduction to the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis

(aka linguistic relativity)

Linguistics 5430

Spring 2007

Part 1. What is linguistic relativity?

A. Definition
Linguistic relativity is the belief that the conceptual system underlying the language that an individual speaks will affect the way in which that individual thinks about the world and, accordingly, the way in which that individual will reason when solving problems. The theory is based on the idea that there are numerous ways to conceive of the world. Whorf and Sapir argue:

· “We cut up nature—organize it into concepts—and ascribe significances as we do, largely because of absolutely obligatory patterns of our own language.” (Whorf)

· “The world is presented in a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which have to be organized largely by the linguistic systems in our minds.” (Whorf)

· “Meanings are not so much discovered in experience as imposed upon it, because of the tyrannical hold that linguistic form has upon our orientation to the world.” (Sapir)

B. Components of the Model

1. Concepts: space, time, matter, events and states

2. Culture/worldview

3. Language (grammatical structure is generally of greater interest than lexicon)

4. Behavior

5. Consciousness

6. The world

C. Evidence

Four general classes of evidence are used to support the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis:

1. Codifiability differences among languages, i.e., what ‘gets lost’ in translation from one language to another. Latin: two words for blood: sanguis (blood inside the body), cruor (blood flowing outside the body). This is the least compelling class of evidence. Experts always have an elaborate vocabulary for mapping a domain of experience. 

2. Linguistic codifiability and behavioral concomitants. Experimental evidence shows that the ability to recognize certain distinctions in the color spectrum (e.g., that between blue and green) is affected by the number of distinctions found in the particular vocabulary. Even though all speakers have the physiological ability to perceive distinctions among the primary colors, the particular vocabulary determines how easy it is for a speaker of a given language to recognize those distinctions.

3. Linguistic structure and cultural concomitants. The grammar, rather than mere codifiability differences, is what tells us about worldview. For example, in Navajo, there is no clear grammatical separation between the action and the actors and objects involved in that action. Hoijer interprets this grammatical fact as being consistent with a worldview that is fatalistic. 

Siberian Yupik


angya
-ghlla

-ng

-yug
-tuq


boat
-augmentative
-acquire
-desire-3sg

‘He wants to acquire a boat.’


‘Boat-acquiring desire’

Wichita (Caddoan, Oklahoma)

kiya-

-:ki
-riwa:c

-e:rhira
-s

-?irhawi


quotative
past
big

buffalo

incorporation
lie


‘They say there was a big buffalo lying there.’


‘Apparent past prone state of big buffalo’

4. Linguistic structure and behavioral concomitants. For example, Navajo verb forms encode shape, flatness and flexibility of objects acted upon. Carroll & Casagrande study what parameters are used to class three objects presented to speakers of Navajo. The Navajo subjects tended to group together two flat objects over two blue objects, etc.

D.  How viable is linguistic relativism? 

Lakoff (1987: 304): “For the past few years, most ‘responsible’ scholars have steered clear of relativism [...] Many who view themselves as committed to science assume that scientific thinking requires an objectivist world view—a commitment to their being only one ‘correct’ conceptual system. Even proposing that there may be many conceptual systems around the world as reasonable as our own is all too often taken as spitting in the eye of science”.

E. How exotic are the phenomena that Whorf describes?

Whorf was writing at a time when the structure of non-Indo-European languages was poorly understood. It is not news to any linguist working today that not all languages have tense, that not all languages have determiners, that not all languages have the same metaphorical models, that not all languages have grammatical relations like subject and object, that not all languages have constituents like NP and VP, that some languages may lack frequency adverbs like twice. 

Part 2. Whorf’s Studies

A. ‘An American Indian Model of the Universe’

1. Hopi speakers have “no general notion of time as a smooth flowing continuum in which everything in the universe proceeds at an equal rate, out of a future, through a present and into a past; or, in which, to reverse the picture, the observer is being carried in the stream of duration continuously away from a past and into a future” (p. 57)

2. Whorf argues that Hopi contains no words or grammatical forms which refer directly to time. Instead, the grammar marks a difference between manifest/objective and manifesting/subjective (or unmanifest). The manifest domain includes present and past. The subjective (or manifesting) domain includes the future, mental states, and mythical events. 

3. The time is space metaphor is also lacking: distance between events is measured in terms of the number of “periodic physical motions [which] have occurred between them” (p. 63). 

4. Events which occurred outside the speaker’s view are reported by means of subjective marking, since there is only indirect evidence for them. This type of system is called an evidental system. It is common in the world’s languages.

Turkish.

Dirseg-im- 

i 
vur
-du
-um

elbow
1sg.poss
obj
hit 
pst
1sg

“I hit my elbow!”

Dirseg-im- 

i 
vur
-mus
-um

elbow
1sg.poss
obj
hit 
pst
1sg

“I must have hit my elbow!” 

(inference)

“They tell me I hit my elbow.” 
(hearsay)

B. ‘Languages and Logic’

1. Whorf’s main thesis: “Facts are unlike to speakers whose language background provides for unlike formulation of them” (p. 235). 

Shawnee (Algonquian, Oklahoma) vs. English. 

(a) I pull the branch aside.

(b) I have an extra toe on my foot. 

Shawnee

ni-
l’thawa-

’ko

-n-

a

1sg
fork outline

branch
hand action
cause
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-l’thawa-
’ko-

thite

1sg
fork outline
branch
pertaining to toes

(c) I push his head back.

(d) I drop it and it floats.

Shawnee

ni-
-kwashkwi- 
-tepe

-n-

-a

1sg
recoil

locus at head
hand action
cause

ni-
-kwashk- 
-ho

-to-



1sg
recoil

locus at water
cause to inanimate

(e) The boat is grounded on the beach.

(f) The boat is manned by a select group of men.

Both are predications about the boat. They are similar in this regard. But in Nootka, these two sentences are not similar. 

Nootka (Wakashan, Southwestern British Columbia)

tlih


is

ma

moving pointwise
on the beach
manifest

lash
tskwiq

ista


ma

select
result

in a canoe as a crew
manifest

2. Observations.

· There is no subject-predicate division in Nootka, contrary to Aristotle’s claims about the primal nature of this division.

· There are not even words as we know them.

· There is no division between nouns and verbs.

· Sentences are the same as words, i.e., a root plus prefixes and suffixes. (‘Polysynthesis’)

· Language does not provide an unmediated picture of reality (compare Reddy’s paper on the conduit metaphor).

· “[T]o restrict thinking to English [...] is to lose a power of thought which once lost can never be regained. It is the “plainest” English which contains the greatest number of unconscious assumptions about nature.” (p. 244)

· The very thought of learning from other language patterns about ways of conceiving of the world defies a strict version of linguistic relativity. 

C. ‘The Relation of Habitual Thought and Behavior to Language’

1. Whorf says: “All real scientist have their eyes primarily on background phenomena in our daily lives, and yet their studies have a way of bringing out a close relationship between these unsuspected realms and foreground activities”. 

2. Our man from the Hartford Fire Insurance Company comments on linguistic contributors to industrial fires.  He describes a set of accidents with descreasingly plausible linguistic angles: 

‘Empty’ as applied to gasoline drums.

Spun limestone as being noncombustible: stone as inert.

Overheated varnish moved ‘off’ the flame: cause as contact.

Scrap lead containing paraffin on coal-fire melting pot.

Coat on heater: ‘light turned on/off’.

Match in the tannery pond: water as noncombustible.

Spark in the blower, which can ‘exhaust as well as blow’. 

3. “The cue to a certain line of behavior is often given by the analogies of the linguistic formula in which the situation is spoken of, and by which to some degree it is analyzed, classified and allotted its place in that world which is ‘to a large extent built up on the language habits of the group. And we always assume the linguistic analysis made by our group reflects reality better than it does.” (p. 137)

4. Turning away from individual words and phrases, Whorf focuses on the grammatical structure of languages. He asks two main questions:

· Are the concepts of time, space and matter manifested in similar ways in all languages? For Whorf, a negative answer to this question would indicate that different language communities experience the world in different ways.

· Are grammatical patterns related to cultural and behavioral norms?

5. The category of matter has two different manifestations in language: entities and reified entities (like time). 

(a) Reification. We can make events into countable units and abstract concepts into substances. In SAE, a cyclic phenomenon (passage of days) leads to the counting of units (‘10 days’, etc.). In Hopi, there are no time units. (Although ordinal count adverbs are used, as in ‘They left after the tenth day’.)

(b) Entities. Languages differ in how or whether they distinguish between masses and countable objects. Despite what Whorf implies, Native American languages do distinguish between masses and countable objects (see Navajo example below). 

· Mass vs. count in English.

*She saw cat.

She saw a cat.

She saw cats.

She drank coffee. 

? She drank waters.

? She drank a water.

· Mass vs. count in French:  mass nouns receive the partitive article:

Je voudrais encore du vin.

‘I would like some more wine.’

On a mangé de la choucroute.

‘We ate some sauerkraut.’

· Mass vs. count in Vietnamese: no distinction; all specific nouns get a classifier.

Tôi  an

món


cá.

I 
ate 

‘dish’ classifier 
fish

‘I ate fish.’

Tôi  mua

cón


cá.

I 
buy 

animal classifier 
fish

‘I bought a fish.’

Tôi doc 
tò


báo.

I 
read 
‘paper’ classifier 
newspaper. 

‘I read the newspaper.’

Tôi goi 
ông 




quan-ly.

I 
 call 
‘age-mate male’ classifier 

manager

‘I called the manager.’

· Mass vs. count in Finnish: boundedness signaled by the noun 

Join

kahvia
drank-1sg

coffee-part

‘I drank some coffee.’

‘I was drinking coffee.’

Join

kahvin

drank-1sg

coffee-acc

‘I drank the coffee.’

‘I a drank a cup of coffee.’

·  Mass vs. count in Czech: boundedness signaled by the verb

Pil 



víno
drink:3sg:masc:imperf
wine

‘He was drinking some wine.’

‘He drank wine.’

Vypil


víno.
drink:3sg:masc:perf
wine

‘He drank the wine.’

‘He drank a glass of wine.’

· Mass vs. count in Navajo: specificity signaled by verbal inflection

Bilasáana 
yish-á.

apple

prog- eat:1sg:
‘I’m eating an apple/some apples/apple/an apple/the apples/the apple.’

Bilasáana  
la’

yish-á.

apple
specific
prog- eat:1sg:
 ‘I’m eating an apple.’

6. The category of space has two different manifestations in language: time-space metaphors and spatial relations. 

(a) Hopi has no time-space metaphors according to Whorf.

(b) However, it does have concepts like near and far, above and below.

7. The category of time has two different manifestations in language: temporal sequence and tense
(a) Whorf observes that Hopi has no tense.

(b) However, Hopi does have ways of indicating simultaneity and anteriority via grammatical subordination.

(c) What’s so important about tense anyway?

· In Vietnamese, there are no obligatory tenses:

Tôi  goi 
ông 

quan-ly.

I 
call 
classifier 
manager

‘I called the manager.’

· In Latin, there is no one grammatical category that we could refer to as the Past tense. There are two Past forms, one for events and one for states:

Marius
ad Zamam 
pervenit.
Id 

Marius:N 
to Zama:A 
went:3g:perf:act:ind 
it:N

oppidum
munitum 

erat. 

town:N
fortified:N 
was:3sg:imp:act:ind

“Marius went to Zama. That town was well fortified.” (Sallust, Jugurtha 57.1)

8. Habitual thought in SAE and Hopi.

· Hopi emphasis on preparedness. Days are not distinct but successive iterations. 

· Fatalism, as signaled by a linguistic encoding of unfolding events as ‘manifesting’. 

· The SAE mentality is one in which time is quantified, allocated, measured. 

· The time as a resource metaphor is said by W to stem from this mindset. 

· W doubts that a metaphor in which time is matter is primal. It stems from an industrialized culture in which measurement of time became crucial.

· Does W believe that language influences culture? That culture influences language?

· “There are connections but not correlations or diagnostic correspondences between cultural norms and linguistic patterns.” 

· “There is a relation between a language and the rest of the culture of the society that uses it.” (p. 159)

· Does W avoids circular argumentation? That is, arguments of the following form: this grammatical form implicates this fact about the culture; this culture is one which would require this form.

